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ELECTRONIC INFORMATION NETWORK dors information about the quantity of the item each vendor 

FOR INVENTORY CONTROL AND has in inventory. Preferably, the price of the item as deter- 

TRANSFER mined by each vendor for sale to other authorized distribu- 
tors is also shared. More preferably, binding agreements arc 

This application claims the benefit of U.S. provisional 5 established between various ones of the vendors that regu- 

application No. 60/058,824, filed Sep. 15, 1997. late the terms of future sales of the item between the parties 

to the agreements. 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION various objects and advantages of this inveation will 

This invention relates in general to distribution networks become apparent to those skilled in the art from the follow- 

for distributing parts from a manufacmrer, through vendors, "^g detailed description of the preferred embodiment, when 

to end-useis. More particularly, the invention relates to '^^d in light of the accompanying drawings, 

integrating a maintenance supply network with an infomia- nRSPRTPTrnM np top no awimp q 

tion network for selectively distributing information about ^^^^ DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

inventory levels and pricing among vendors, manufacturers, FIG. 1 is a block diagram illustrating a process for 

and end users, and efficiently transferring inventory between establishing an integrated MRO network according to the 

parties according to prearranged terms. present invention. 

Maintenance Repair and Operating (MRO) supplies are FIG. 2 is a block diagram Ulustrating a method according 

traditionally transferred from a manufacturer to end users to the invention for managing manufacturing capacity based 
(customers needing MRO supplies for maintaining ^ on measured inventory depletion rate, 

equipment, rather than for resale) through a network of FIG. 3 is a block diagram similar to FIG. 1 illustrating a 

vendors Hiese vendors (distributors) are typically not mere process for establishing a system for electronic commerce 

order takers, but are expected to have some expertise in the between a vendor and an end user, 

product lines carried to enable the vendor to perform such mr- a • a- -h * ^ 

tasks as recommending parts for various oistomer „ mSSnfn™!^^^ fif * T f ^'f * T''"? 

«t,r,iiVot,v.«c ooo;o*;«„ •« *u5^ • *u 1- " 25 mamtammg computer files of mventory mformation shared 

applications, assisting m the design of these applications, on the network of FIG 1 

and assisting in the maintenance of these resultant installa- ^Tr^ c ■ ui t 

tions. Vendors typically are franchised to supply MRO • ^ ^^^''^ diagram illustrating a process for 

supplies for a specific manufacturer within a defined geo- °^^^^ing access controls for the network of FIG, 1. 

graphic area. End users within that geographic area desiring ^ ^ ^ P^^^tiai ^^^^ diagram of a process of accessing 

to purchase MRO supplies from that manufacturer are *° information network according to a preferred embodi- 
dirccted to the vendor for the area. Therefore, the vendor is 

expected to maintain an inventory on hand of the various 7 is a block diagram illustrating an electronic Mall 

MRO supplies of the manufacturer to meet the ordinary function of the information network. 

needs of the end users within the geographic area. Thus, a 35 FIG. 8 is a block diagram illustrating a surplus part 

vendor may have to cany in inventory a larger quantity of trading function of the information network. 

infrequently used parts, whidi is expensive. Furthermore, if FIG. 9 is a block diagram illustrating a search function of 

an end user desires a part that the vendor does not have on an inventory infomiation-sharing feaUire of the information 

hand m mventory, the vendor will need to find a source for network 

see If the manufacturer has the part on hand. Frequendy. tion of the information network for determining the quanUty 

ieTrt 7.°"M'^r'^'??."^l^^ °f ^^""""^ 'tat may be assembled from toe aS e 

ttie part m mventory, and be able to sell the part to the vendor subcomponents thereof 

for resale to the end user on an expedited basis. The vendor err ia . m i. j- •„ • . ^ . , 
may spend a long time telepholg a number of fellow . ^-^^ -^^.f * ""'^ •^"8'*" illu^ting a fimction for 
vendors looking for another vendoF who has the part k S'"""^ P«ticq.atmg use« of the information net- 

Stock. If the vendor locates another vendor with the part in n • ui i j- 

stock, an ad-hoc negotiation for purchasing and shipping the . ^? * diagram illustrating a download func- 

part must be conducted. °^ mformation network enabling off-line access to 

rrx, c ^ Ml « . . « network information. 

The manufacturer will normally have mformation about 50 m^- • u. i 
how many of the needed part were sent to various vendors . 7 ' ^ ^^^'^^ diagram lUustrating a file upload 

but typically will not be able to teU with precision the current ^^"^^^^^ ^he mformation network whereby data on the 
number of parts held by individual vendors in the distribu- ^^^^ork is updated. 

tionnetwork, or the total number of parts in the distribution a block diagram illustrating an electronic 

network. Allocation of manufacturing resources to produce 55 ^^^^^^^^e function of the information network tailored for 
the part is normally based on extrapolation of historical ^ ^^"dor. 

activity, and not an actual determination of a current number ^p- 14 is a partial block diagram illustrating an elec- 
of the parts held in the distribution network. tronic commerce function of the information network tai- 

lored for use by an end user. 
SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION ^„ no. 15 is a block diagram illustrating an electronic 

This invention relates to a process for integrating a commerce part ordering function of the information net- 
maintenance supply network with an information network "'^otk, 

for selectively distributing information about inventory lev- FIG. 16 is a block diagram illustrating an electronic 
els and pricing among vendors, and efficiently transferring commerce quotation query function of the information net- 
inventory between parties according to prearranged terms. A 65 work. 

plurality ofyendors(distributors) of anitemisprovided with FIG. 17 is a block diagram illustrating an electronic 
an mformation network for communicating among the ven- commerce requisition function of the inforaiation network. 



06/02/2004, EAST Version: 1.4.1 



us 6,324^22 B2 

3 4 

FIG. 18 is a block diagram illustrating an electronic stock, to facilitate a speedy transaction transferring the item 

commerce order status function of the information network. to the vendor who needs the item. 

FIG. 19 is a block diagram illustrating an electronic la a step 18, the vendors also share an asking price 

commerce quote status function of the information network. associated with the items they have in their respective 

FIG. 20 is a block diagram illustrating an electronic ^ inventories. The agreements signed by the various vendors 

commerce requisition status function of the information will preferably indicate that a first vendor will sell to a 

network, second vendor up to the quantity of the item that the first 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THF ""^"/^^^ indicated as being in the first vendor's inventory 

PRPPPRPPn ^^fi P"^^ commimicatcd by the fii^t vendor. TTiis 
PREFERRED EMBODIMENT lo will help assure a rapid transfer of the item from the first 

Preliminarily, it should be noted that in the following vendor to the second vendor upon request by the second 

discussion, the term "vendor" means a party that sells an vendor, since virtually all the issues tending to hinder a rapid 

item to another party. Principally, vendors are distributors sale arc dealt with ahead of time in the agreement, 

who sell the item to their customers. Customers are princi- In a step 20, a manufacturer for the item is provided. It is 

pally end users of the item, who use the item in maintenance contemplated that multiple manufacturers may be provided 

or repair, rather than for subsequent transfer to other parties. who manufacture various different item, such as in Buying 

However, when considering a transaction between a manu- Group Inventory Networks, as will be described below. In a 

facturer and the manufacturer's distributor, the manufacmrer step 22, the information network is enhanced to enable the 

is the vendor and the distributor is the customer. Distributors manufacturer (or manufacturers) to communicate over the 

can also be customers of other distributors, for example, information network, to the vendors, the quantity of the item 

when purchasing parts from another distributor for resale to that is in the manufacturer's inventory. This helps the 

end users. vendors more readily understand the availability of the item 

Referring now to the drawings, there is illustrated in FIG. in from not only the other vendors, but also from the 

l a process, indicated generally at 10, for establishing a manufacturer. The manufacturer is preferably also able lo 
distribution network, and more particularly, an integrated ^ communicate a price for the items in the manufacturer's 

Maintenance Repair and Operating (MRO) supplies distri- inventory over the information network, 

bution network, according to the present invention. In a step 24, the information network is enabled to 

In a first step 12, a plurality of vendors of an item is communicate information about the various vendors' inven- 
provided. These vendors, in a preferred embodiment of the 3^ ^ry to the manufacturer. This enables the manufacturer to 

invention are independent industrial MRO supply distribu- efBdently plan shipping of the item to those areas 

tors. Each vendor is a separate business entity, and normally where supplies are low, and demand is high. As will be 

will have no common ownership. Each vendor is authorized discussed with respect to FIG. 2, knowledge of the quantity 

by the manufacturer of an item to distribute the item within of an item in the vendor level of the distribution network 
respective geographic areas. Additionally, each vendor may 35 also enables a novel process for manufacturing the item, 

carry for sale other products made by other manufacturers. In a step 26, the information network is further enhanced 

Some of these products may be carried by more than one of to enable communication about the quantity (and preferably 

the vendors, but not be carried by all of the vendors. the price) of the item in a particular vendor's inventory to 

In a second step 14, the vendors are interconnected by an t^at vendors customer. This degree of communication facili- 
information network through which the vendors can com- 40 ^ates an inventive Electronic Commerce feature of the 

municate among themselves the quantity of the item that present invention, whereby orders for the item from the end 

each vendor has for sale, e.g., the inventory of the item each user (customer) can be placed electronically with the vendor 

of the vendors has. A vendor may, of course, undenreport the In a further step 28, agreements regulating future sales of 

total number of the item that the vendor possesses, if, for the item are established between other users of the infor- 

example, the vendor wishes to ensure that the vendor has 45 mation network. For example, such agreements may be 

some quantity of the item on hand for sale to the vendor's made between the manufacturer and one or all of the 

local clients. vendors; between a vendor and the vendor's customers (end 

In a third step 16, the vendors enter into agreements users); or between the manufacturer and end users (as may 

(bilateral or multilateral contracts) among themselves gov- occur when the end user is a particularly large and signifi- 

eming an inventory sharing arrangement among the parties 50 cant user of the item). In a step 30, the manufacturer is 

to the agreements. It is contemplated thai not all of the provided with the needed equipment and information to 

vendors will enter into an agreement with every other monitor the inventory in the distribution system (especiaUy 

vendor, although this may occur. According to the vendor's inventory of the item) to plan a manufacturing 

agreement, at least some aspects of anticipated future sales schedule. This wiU be further discussed below with respect 

of the item by one party to the agreement to another party to 55 to FIG. 2. 

the agreement would be regulated by the terms of the In a step 32, the information network is used to transmit 
agreement. For example, the agreement may spedfy a time purchase orders between users of the information network 
by which payment must be received following a sale of the A vendor may receive such an electronic purchase order 
Item from one vendor to another vendor who are also from a customer who previously signed an agreement reeu- 
co-signatones to the agreement regulating such sales of the 60 lating the terms of such a sale, or another vendor who is 
^ co-signatory with the first vendor of such an agreement. This 
This arrangement permits the vendors in need of one or Electronic Commerce feaUire will be further discussed 
more of the item to quickly determine, using the information below, especially with respect to FIG. 15 
network, which of the other vendors have some of the item. In a step 34 the information network provides for elec- 
Knowmg which of the other vendors are co-signatories to 65 tronic communication of the status of purchase orders sub- 
tle inventory sharmg arrangement, the vendor needing the mitted to a vendor. Such purchase orders wiU preferably be 
item can contact a co-signatory who has some of the item in purchase orders submitted electronicaUy as in the step 32 
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above, but may be conveationally transmitted purcbase items sold would be useful, in regional aggregates to the 

orders, i,e., orders transmitted by conventional means such manufacturer. For example, the manufacturer can better plan 

as mail, facsimile, or telephone. disUibution of the manufacturer's inventory about the dis- 

In a similar manner, in a step 36 the information network tribution area in anticipation of future orders firom those 

is provided with the capability transferring an invoice elec- s vendors who are experiencing high rates of sales, and 

tronically. When a vendor has responded to a purchase order lowering inventories. Indeed, in a step 56, the manufacturer 

for an item by shipping out the item, the data of the purchase can modify both production scheduHng and distribution 

order, such as the purchase order number, the name of the based on the more detailed information about the location of 

customer ordering the item and the customer's address, a list sales. For example, if inventory had decreased rapidly in the 

of items ordered and the quantity of each, is readily avail- lo system as a whole, but the sales are all to one customer to 

able. Such information in electronic form can easily be build a new plant, which was now complete, the manufac- 

imported into, or rearranged into an electronic invoice, to ttirer may choose not to increase production rates, or not 

which the vendor adds a minimal amount of additional restart a shut-down production line before a previously 

information, such as total cost, including taxes, shipping, planned date, as the manufacturer might otherwise consider, 

and handling charges. This invoice can be quickly sent back 15 since the rapid inventory decrease would now slow, 

to the customer via the information network for lower cost Now referring to FIG. 3, there is iUustrated therein a 

and greater speed than conventional mail. process indicated generally at 60, for perfonning electronic 

As indicated in step 38, it is contemplated that the commerce between a vendor and an end user customer of the 

information network could be further enhanced to provide vendor. The first step 62 establishes the vendor as a vendor 

for Electronic Funds Transfer (EFT), or to facilitate EFT. ^ of one or more items. The step 64 cstabhshes the end user 

More specifically, after a vendor has shipped the requested as an end user of the item sold by the vendor. In the step 66, 

item to a customer, the vendor would transfer the invoice to an information network is utilized to communicate to the 

the customer electronically, and the customer's money end user the price and quantity of items for sale by the 

would be electronically transferred into the vendor's vendor to the customer. In a step 68, an agreement is 

account, and the invoice would be marked as paid. ^5 established between the vendor and the end user regulating 

Referring now to FIG. 2, a method of manufacturing an the terms of future sales by the vendor using the information 

item based on observing inventory levels in a distribution network. Typically, this agreement covers such items as 

network is iUustrated generally at 40. In a first step 42, an tenns for payment, shipping methods, and agreements for 

information network is established providing communica- Ihe vendor to sell the item at the vendor's then currently 

tion between the vendors who constitute the distribution communicated price on demand of the end user, 

network for an item and a manufacturer of the item. The The demand for sale by the end user maybe through an 

mformatioD network is used to transmit information to the order electronically transmitted via the information ne^ork 

manufacturer about the amount of the item that each of the to the vendor, if the network is thus enabled in a step 70 

vendors has m mventory. The total of all the vendors' Fin^^iiv o n-y iu ■ p *• . . J. . ' 

inventory of the item (plus any stock that the manufacturer J^^t ^nH TJ f^^^^<^^ network enabled to 

has on hand) constitiTtes the volume of the item i^ the HnHnt^ order processmg by the 

distribution channels. lUe vendors' customers ^e buySg on^J°'^^^^^ ?f user will be able to check 

theitemoutofthevendors'stockonanongoingbasis.IfSI vLdor h^^^^^^^^ 

manufacturer stops producing the item, thf invent^ h Se ZXr^ If . ^""'^ Vu^ ^^^'^^^ ^^^"^ 

distribution system will decline unk the inve^L^^ ^ 3e ^lUhe 7 7 ^ "'IT '^^^"^^ 

depleted. (For the puiposes of this appli«.tion, inveSLry I '^P^'^' 

depletion is defined as an unacceplably low level of Kelerrmg now to FIG. 6 (FIGS. 4 and 5 are discussed 

inventory, which causes customers to have unacccptably ^^t^^n^^lj^^A^^^ 

high difficulty in obtaining a needed item in an acceptable NETWORK MAINTENANCE'% a preferred embodiment 
period of time). 45 of a process for operatmg an information network according 

Inastep44,themamifacturerdeterminesatotalinventory fo^^" m^strated generally at 100. Afirst step 

of die item possessed by the vendors and the manufacUirer ^ to use a computer to connect to the 

at a first time mlormation networic through a graphical interface com- 

In a step 46, the manufacturer determines a total inventory , rS^3.rth°'^%^'^^^^^^^^ ^ 

n a step 48, the manirfacmrer calculates a rate of change Cbiporation. of Mountain View, Calif. Preferably, T 

r * en' .1. ^ . 55 network, with such features as pre-stored bookmarks or 

In a step 50, the manufacturer calculates a time period home page addresses related to the information network 

until mventory depletion based on the calculated rate of a^^^o^ »^ .u u l , . 

change in invento,^ between the first time and tte seLd eo^tcntfon,! tuT "T ""^ 

time convenUonal fashion, such as dial-up access to a modem 

Tn . o u^t .1. • J 1 , J • connected to the information network, or access to the 

SO ^ir^/.?e r^lZ . Pe^od /^«Jfted « the step « information network through an interface with the Internet 

^ ^^v^; ^ the at a rate global computer network. Once the computer is in commu- 

Ln^fJ^ inventory depleuon of the item. He rate of nication with the information network, a logKin page is 

sales of the itetn to customers, for example. user "logs on" (gains access) to the information network by 
in a step 54. pomt of sale information can be provided to 65 entering a user name and password in the appropriate field 

toe infonnauon networic, and particularly to the manufac- of the log-on page. Access is granted to the information 

hirer. Infonnation about the location, time, and quantity of network if the user name and password entered match data 
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stored in the information netwoik. The home page is dis- Typically, the home page will provide access to various 

played when access to the information network is gained by "help" functions (not shown). For example, in the preferred 

the user. The home page, and the other pages of the embodiment, buttons are provided on the left side of the 

informauon network site accessed by the user through the page, which, when clicked, present information about the 

home page di^lays mformation to the user, and will j information network Mall, Depot, and News & Information 

l^elfbv lcM;^L7^^rh-^hI'r»'^A''^ . T- T f"'«=«'»>«- Pf^f^^'bly. the information network includes an 

a^ess by acluatag a graphic button . As is typwal, m the electronic mail (E-mail) function through which the user can 

r/rw n tT ^"'"'^ ^^^^^ ^^^^^ ^ shown at 106. n,e 

a graphic input device, such as a computer mouse or ^o,, c^^i^^* « u- u ** * « ai xvu. xuv 

t^.^vwlit .u u ut. J , . iiser can select a graphic button to access general news and 

trackball, to point to the button with a cursor and clidcing, ;r,f«^o*™ ^.r.u ■ e *• u . r • 
«r « 41, u- • * J • r™T 10 intormation, such as information about the information 

or actuatmg, a switch on the graphic input device. This is „«t„,^^u ;« « me tu i ^auun 

r.r^r^^r.^u,Z^t^^A ti^i' I'tf .u i_ . uetwork iH a stcp 108. The user can also gam access to a set 

commonly referred to as "cucking' on the graphic button. In r» 4 t * ■ r i_ «vv^oo 

^k*. f^iw^«« iu r of Depot functions from the home page, as shown at 110, 

the toUowmg discussion, the use of a mouse as a graphic tu rf * n u c , - , , / oiav^Tru ai xxu, 

inputdeviceforcontrollingtheoperaUonofacursorwinb^ ^^^8"^^'^™^',^ '"^ 
assumed, as wUl be the use of the "mouse buttons" TIT. L^IT^.^J^ ^ ^ u^''"^ .V-y"^' °^ ^'^^ 
(switches) typically provided on a mouse, as will be the use ^"^""^ 
of a graphical interface for accessing the information net- MALL 
work. It is contemplated, however, that any suitable inter- 
face device could be used to communicate user input to the Referring now to FIG. 7, the Mall functions of the 
information network. It is also contemplated that non- "^formation network are illustrated generally at 114, The 
graphical interface programs can be used to access the portion of the site contains information on all of the 
functions of the information network, with textual vendors (distributors) and manufacturers that use the infor- 
(alphanumeric) information displayed on the user's com- mation network. While in the Mall, the user can search for 
puterpage. In such a case, access to different ftinctions of the access specific information on each vendor and 
information network could be gained through instructions ^5 nianufacturer, including products and services, sample sales 
entered from the user's computer keyboard; the use of contacts, and how to establish a "buying connection", 
function keys to speed operations in this mode of use is By clicking on the information netwoik Mall button in 
contemplated. step 112 (FIG. 6), the user is presented with the main Mall 

In the preferred embodiment, the information network page 116. The page is divided into three sections: Banner, 
home page is composed of a series of buttons. Each button 30 Search Criteria area, and Instructions. The Banner is com- 

is active and, when clicked on with a mouse, will navigate pnsed of the following: the information network logo 

the user to information or services. In the preferred graphic, which is not an active link; the navigation button 

embodiment, buttons are provided on the right hand side of which takes the user back to the information network home 

the page to represent the points of access to various services page; and the (inactive) Mall indicator that tells the user 
on the information network, as discussed below. "Quick 35 which page the user is currently viewing. Preferably, the 

Link" buttons to the various pertinent services are positioned Banner also is programmed to display the user's company 

along the bottom of most screens or pages. Additionally, on logo or name, which is detenmined from the user's name 

the home page, and subsequent pages of the information supplied during the log-on step 104. The Search Criteria area 

network site, navigation buttons are preferably provided at is where the user indicates what product, service, or vendor 
the top of the user's page. The navigation button "Home 40 the user is searching for, and the geographic region of 

Page" Imks back to the information network home page. The interest to the user. The Instructions area is where instruc- 

"Back" button returns the user back to the previous page. tions advising the user in the operation of the Mall function. 

As the user chooses menu options that link the user to Preferably, any di^lay in the information network site that 

different pages, the user will see that, where possible, could be confusing to the user will be provided with 
navigation buttons have been provided which Hnk the user 45 instructions, and the display of instructions will not be 

to the previous menu hierarchy. In addition, an indicator, further discussed below. 

shghdy larger than the navigation buttons, is displayed to In step 118, the user indicates whether the results of the 

mdicate which page the user is currenUy reviewing. For search to be conducted should be restricted to a particular 

example, the ' MaU" indicator is presented on the main geographic region, or whether aU regions should be included 
information network Mall page, and the "Depot" indicator is 50 in the search. To locate vendors that service a specific 

displayed when the user navigates to the main Depot page. geographical region in which the user is interested, step 120 

ITiese indicators are not active. In other words, these indi- the user clicks on a "Select A Region'' button. The user is 

cators do not enable the user to navigate to another page presented with a map of the geographic regions serviced by 

when the user cUcks on them, but merely act to identify the the information network. The region names are also prefer- 

currcnt mformaUon network function being accessed. 55 ably listed next to the map as selections. Preferably, the list 

Preferably, standard features are used to indicate active of regions also includes a menu choice of "all regions" in the 

Unks. An active link means that if the user clicks on that event that the user changes his or her mind about selecting 

button or word the user will be linked to another page. When only a particular region for the search. The user indicates the 

the user moves his or her mouse to move the cursor over an region of interest either by either clicking on the correspond- 

activc link, the cursor will change from an arrow to a 60 ing location on the map, or on the region name on the list 

pointing hand. When a word, or group of words, is an active next to the map. 

Unk. the word or words will be underlined. Finally, in some If, in the step 118, the user wishes to locate all vendors for 

cases when the user passes the cursor over an active hnk, all regions, the user does not cHck the "Select A Reeion" 

instructions are presented in the status bar of the browser button. Note that the "Select A Region" function may be 

software display, lliese instructions tell the user where the 65 accessed following any of the Mall search functions 

user will navigate to if the user clicks on the button with the described below, to modify the geographic restrictions of the 

users mouse. MaU search functions, if desired. In the preferred 
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embodimeDt, the geographic restrictions applied to Mall without restricting the search to particular products or ser- 

search functions will remain in efifect until modified by vices. This search function is initiated in step 126 by clicking 

selecting a diflferent geographic restriction, or until the user on the "vendors" button. A list of all of the vendors offering 

logs off from the information network. services or products on the information network, within the 

The Mall page also presents the user with choices to s selected region(s) is displayed in step 144. To review infor- 

search for vendors seUing a particular type of product, 122, nation about one of the vendors in the list, click on the 

vendore providmg a particular type of service 124, or a vendor name, or click on their logo, to select the vendor in 

nXSc ^6 ' information , information networi. displays 

T J. * J ^ u ^^-^ .1. , . several pages of general information about the vendor. 

To conduct a product search 122, the user clicks on the ,o including their line cards. 
"Products" button on the mformation network Mam Mall 

page. The user will be presented with an alphabetical listing DEPOT 
of all of the products that at least one vendor offers on the 

information network, as indicated at 124. The list indicates Referring again to FIG. 6, from the information network 

all possible products without restriction by region. When a home page, the user can access the Depot function of the 

desired pro(hict category is selected for v^ich no vendor information network by clicking on the "Depot" button on 

exists within a region selected in step 120, in a preferred the home page in the step 110. Preferably, a similarly 

embodiment, an appropriate message is displayed; the dis- functioning "Depot" button is displayed on selected other 

play may alternatively display a blank list to indicate that no pages of the information network site, such as the main Mall 

vendors of the selected product category exist within the page 116. 

regionselectedin step 120, Whe^ 20 ^ ^ ^^^^^ ^ 

can scroll down the list until the user locates the product the the step 110 causes the main Depotpage 150 to be displayed 

user IS looking for. To assist the user to move quickly to the The potential Depot functions thai a user may be granted 

ocation of the product on the alphabetical list of products, access to are illustrated generally at 152. In a step 154, the 

the user is also presented with a graphical listing of the user may click on a "Parts Trader'' button to accL a Parts 

alphabet. By clicking on the alphabet letter that the product Trader function which facilitates sale of items to all users of 

T^onTtTl^^^ '° f t^'T^^ information network, as will be further described below, 

be^n ^^fh the f f f^^^ ^ of products whose names In a step 156, the user may click on an 'Inventory Networks" 

beg n with the selected letter. For example, to locate button to access an Inventory Network function in which 

Relays , the user chcks on the letter "R m the alphabeUcal information about the inventory of other vendors mlfbe 

,u u \ ^ ^ . the user may cUck on an "Electronic Commerce" button to 

Once the user has located the product name m the list, the access an Electronic Commerce function for faciHtating the 

user selects the product, in step 126, by clicking on the transmission or receipt of sales orders for products over the 

selectedproductusmg the user smou^^ information network, as will be described in detail below In 

will be presented with a list of all vendors that seU that a step 160. the user may cUck on a "ConsoHdator" button to 

seSed aTot^l th™ ' Consolidator function for consolidated purchasing 

selected above by the user. of items from various vendors for a single customer, as will 

10 review mformation about one of the vendors on the be further described below 

I'fL^irL""^'''^ 7'°?°'' ^ 40 Not every user is able to access each of these Depot 

H/feT^il^ H • 1 'h°'^' ,T '^k'^^ '^"'^ 152. The Depot is dynamicaUy generated aS 

IS preferab y^^^^^^^ next to their names. authorization (privileges) defined for every inform! 

In s ep 132, the user is presented with several pages of tion network end user. Privilege definitions are further 

general information about the selected vendor, including the described below in the section enUUed "NETWORK MAIN- 

name of a designated contact person, telephone and fax 45 TENANCE". Each end user whether the end user is a 

numbers, addresses, and the hue card of the vendor. Hie line customer, a vendor, or a manufacturer will be provided with 

card is a lisUng of the product lines carried by the vendor. a unique Depot which links to the business partners that the 

The search function for services is similar to the search end user uses on the information network. Based on the end 

function for products described above in steps 122 through user's log-on identification (ID), specific business partners 

132. Searchmg for vendors that offer a specific service is 50 are assembled according to the type of business transactions 

imtiated m step 124 by cHcking on the "Services" button. performed between the two parties. For example, all of the 

In step 134, the user is presented with an alphabetical business partners from which an end user purcha«» product 

listing of all of the services that at least one vendor offers on or ^ vendor receives purchase orders will be assembled 

the information network. The user selects a service of imder the heading "Electronic Commerce" in the end user's 

interest in step 136, in a fashion similar to selecting a 55 Depot. Similarly, all business partners with whom the ven- 

product in the step 126. As described above with respect to dor shares inventory will be assembled under the heading 

selection of a product, if a region was selected in the step "Inventory Networks". 

120, and no provider of the selected services exist within the A customer's Depot contains aU of the suppliers (vendors 

region, this will be indicated, preferably by an appropriate or manufacturers) that they purchase items from via the 

message. A list of vendors providing the selected service in 60 information network. A vendor^s Depot contains all of the 

the selected region(s) is displayed in step 138, preferably other vendors that they share inventory with, and any vendor 

with their logo. The user cUcks on the name or logo of a or manufacturer that they buy items from. A manufacturer's 

vendor to select the vendor in step 140. In step 142, the Depot contains the group of vendor's that they share inven- 

contact mformation and line card for the selected vendor are tory with. 

then displayed to the user. tu^ ■ r\ ♦ • j- , 

Th. Lr^ \A u K A • u . 65 The mam Depot page 150 is divided mto three sections: 

Ihe third MaU search funcUon is to search for vendors a Banner, a Menu area, and a Quick Unk area The Banner 

ottering products or services on the information network is comprised of the following: the information network togo 
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graphic, which is not ao active link; the navigation button name of the products. The keypad remains displayed, and 

which takes the user back to the information network home the user can return to step 164 to redefine the search 

page; and the (inactive) Depot indicator that tells the user restriction. 

which page the user is currently viewing. Preferably, the rf no product classes started with the letter selected by the 
Banner also is programmed to display the user's company s ^^^r, e.g., the «C' in the above example, the user would be 

logo or name, which is determined from the user's name presented with an error message informing the user that no 

supphed dunng the log-on step 104. -^^^^ parameters of the request, lie keypad would 

The Menu Section presents the services to which the user still be displayed, allowing the user to select a different letter 

has access. As previously indicated, not all end users have or to select the "Display All Codes" button. That is, if a 
the same privileges. For example, some vendors may have 10 search returns a null result, the information network makes 

elected to share inventory information with other vendors this known to the user, and displays the search entry form for 

but may not have elected to purchase items over the infor- re-entry of search parameters. Preferably, this form of error 

mation network. Id such cases, their Depots would present handling is utUized in all searches for all functions of the 

them with only the Inventory Network and the Parts Trader information network operating process 100 and will not be 
menu options. 15 further discussed herein. 

The Quick Link area is provided with buttons to other The user locates each listing of the product class of the 

services (such as to the Mall page 116, or to the News and item desired, and observes which manufacturer's codes are 

Information page) v^^ich are positioned along the bottom of shown next to each Usting. The user clicks on the entry for 

P^SC- the product class which is associated with a desired manu- 

PART<5 TRADPR facturer in a step 172. The user is then presented with a 

■ AKAUHK search page for locating a particular item by part number ia 

The Parts Trader is an information network service avail- product class of the item which is manufactured by the 

able as a Depot function. It is a listing of products and selected manufacturer. 

materials for sale to any user of the information network. ^5 ^ step 174, the user can search for a part number by 

Typically, these are items such as discontinued, surplus, or entering part or all of the part number, indicate that the 

obsolete items which an information network user wishes to entered numbers are an initial string of the part number 

sell at a reduced prices. While in the Parts Trader, the user desired, and initiate a search. Alternatively, in a step 176, the 

can search for items by product class (what kind of product user can search for a part number by entering part or all of 
the item is, such as a hose, or a valve, or a lubricant). The 3Q the part number, indicate that the entered numbers are a 

user can alternatively search for items by manufacturer. string contained somewhere in the part number desired, and 

Once the Product Class or manufacturer has been located, initiate a search. In either case, the string the user entere for 

the final search is done by entering all or part of the Model the part number can be numbers, letters, non-alphanumeric 

or Part Number. symbols, or any combination thereof 

Once the user has selected the Parts lYader function in the 35 In a step 178, the information network displays, in addi- 

step 154, the main Parts Trader page is displayed. The main tion to the search form that remains visible, the results of the 

Parts TYader page is divided into three sections: Banner, search. The information displayed includes, for each owner 

Search Criteria area, and Quick Link area. The Banner and having a part for sale which is manufactured by the selected 

the Quick Link areas are similar to the Banner and Quick manufacturer in the selected product class, a line listing the 

link areas of the main Depot page 150, described above, 40 part number of an item fitting the search criteria, the 

with the addition of the navigation button "Depot" whicb description of the item, the code for the owner of the item, 

takes the user back to the main Depot page 150 in the the quantity of the item for sale, and the unit of measure the 

Banner The Search Criteria region is where the user indi- price is based on. In a step 180, the user clicks on a selected 

cates how the user is searching for product with the Parts one of the displayed owner codes. In a step 182, the 

Trader function (e.g., by product class or by manufacturer). 45 information network displays, in addition to the search form 

If the user wishes to locate all product offered within a the results of the search, which remain visible, contact 

specific product class, the user clicks on the "Product Class" information for the selected owner, including such informa- 

button on the main Parts Trader page in a step 162. The user tion as the name of the owner, address, the name of a 

will be presented with an graphic alphabetical key pad designated contact person, and telephone and fax numbers, 

representing the first letter of the product class of the product 50 After the user is finished searching by product class, the 

the user is looking for, and a key (button) to indicate that all iiser can elide on a displayed "Parts Trader" link to return to 

classes of products are to be displayed. In a step 164, the user the main Parts TVaderpage. From the main Parts Trader page 

determines whether to limit the search to products beginning the user can search by manufacturer, as described below, or 

with a particular letter. If the user chooses not to limit the rettim to the main Depot page, or to the information network 

classes of products to be displayed, the user clicks the 55 home page. 

"Display All Codes" button, in a step 166. If the user To search by manufacturer, in a step 184, the user clicks 

chooses to limit the displayed classes of product to classes on the "Search By Manufacturer'' button on the main Parts 

starting with a particular letter, the user cHcks, in a step 168, Trader page. The user is presented with a graphic alphabeti- 

on the alphabet letter with which that the product class cal keypad with an alphabet and a "Display All Codes" 

*u ^ w; ^ ^^"^^^ "Connectors", the user cHcfcs 60 button. In a step 186. the user decides whether to select all 

r . c "^P^^y- ""^^ presented manufacturers' codes or restrict the search to manufacturers' 

* %^ T ^1°"^^^^ ""^^^ "^'^^ ''^''^^ constraints in codes that start with a particular letter. In a step 188 the user 

a step 170. In the example, the user would be presented with chcks on the "Display All Codes" button to select all 

a list of the product classes that start with the letter "C. If manufacturer's codes for display. Alternatively, in a step 

T T/^ ^ ^^^^ "^^P^'y ^ ^^^^ 0° ^ letter button of the alphabetic^ 

step 166, the entire list of product classes would be dis- keypad to select to restrict the search to just manufacttirer's 

played. Beside each product class listing is the manufacttiier codes starting with the selected letter 
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In a step 192, the infonnation netwodc displays a list of partidpatiog vendors share inventory information. The dif- 

the selected manufacturer's codes, and the associated manu- ference is that manufacturers do not participate in the 

facturcr's names. The keypad remains displayed, so that the network, \fendors electronically send their inventory data 

user can return to the step 186 to redefine ttie search. In a fiks for each manufacturer they represent to the information 

step 194, the user clicks on a selected manufachirw's code. 5 network and the fUes are merged with other network mem- 

TTie user is then presented with a search page for locatiiig, ber's inventories under the same network listing. The 

by part number, a particular item manufactured by the „eiged data is then posted on the information network 

selected mamuacturer. ^y^l^^^^ ^ ^^^^^^ ^^^^ .^^^^ ^^^^ ^^^^^^ 

In a step 195, the user can search for a part number by can simply go to a personal computer, dial into the infor- 

entering part or all of the part number, indicate that the 10 mation network and insUntly view the merged listing of 

entered numbeis are an initial string of the part number inventory for all members using the information netwoik. 

desu-ed, and mitiate a search. Alternatively, in a step 196, the This enables vendors to work cooperatively through an 

user can search for a part number by entering part or aU of electronic inventory sharing/viewing exchange nettrork, 

the part number, indicate that the entered numbers are a which can ultimately lead to an increase in customer 

string contained somewhere in the part number desired, and 15 satisfaction, reduced quick delivery penalties assessed by 

initiate a search. In either case, the string the user enters for the manufacturers, and lower inventory costs, 

the part number can be numbers, letters, non-alphanumeric r, .„-ii u ■ . j .1. . »« 

symbols, or any combination thereof. ^ It wdl be appremted that a IMacturer Inventory 

T „ ^. 1ft- . r , 1 J. , ... Network and Distributor Inventory Netwo± arc Qot funda- 

rinn ,0 f^V \T "^f°™'"'°° d^Pl»y«. « mentally different in operation from a vendor's standpofm, 

s^rc^^^rnf ? r?'^''^'^*'''^/'^^^^^ ''^^^Pt to irformation about the manufacturer' 

search. The ii^ormaUon displayed includes for each owner in^e^tory. Accordingly, only the Manufacturer Inventory 

ifrZ^rnf, t lK''"r^''r^''^'^;'*i"?*'' Network wiU be dislu^^ed herein. ^ 

manufacturer, a Une listing the part number of an item fitting r* u u i u 

the search criteria, the description of the item, the code for ^""^^^ "^'^'^ ^^^^ Inventory 

the owner of the item, the quantity of the item for sale, and 25 ^^^f ^ functioa discussed herein, like other functions of 

the unit of measure the price is based on. In a step 198 the information network process 100, are described as batch 

user clicks on a selected one of the displayed owner codes ^^n^t/ons, rather than real time transactions. That is, as will 

In a step 199, the information network displays, in addition discussed below, a vendor will periodically generate a 

to the search form and the results of the search which computer file contammg a listing of the vendor's inventory, 

remain visible, contact information for the selected owner, 30 ^^^^^^ ^^^^ ^ information network, where it is 

including such information as the name of the owner i^^rg^d with other vendors' files to generate a picture of the 

address, the name of a designated contact person, and "^^entory avaHable in the entire distributor network which 

telephone and fax numbers participates m the inventory network However, it is spe- 

After the user is finished searching by manufacturer, the ''^^"^^^ contemplated, and within the scope of the 

user can cUck on a displayed "Parts Trader" link to return to 35 ?^^^!^^°^' ^uch funcUons could be done in a real time 

the main Parts Trader page. From main Parts Trader page, ^^^'^^^^ 

the user can search by product class, as described above in ^ ™^ Depoi page, as briefly discussed above, the 

step 162, or return to the main Depot page, or to the ^^er may click on an "Inventory Networks" button, step 156 

information network home page. (¥IG. 8), to access the Inventory Networks function. As 

INVFNTnRY MPTWOPirs: 40 f*^*^^ ^ will be presented with the main 

JIN vtN TORY NETWORKS Inventory Network page 200. The main Inventory Networks 

Inventory Networks allow selected users to share inven- page 200 is divided into three sections: a Banner area, a 

tory information. TWo general types of inventory networks Working area, and a Quick Link area. The Banner and the 

are contemplated. The first type of inventory network which Quick Link areas are similar to the Banner and Quick Link 
is contemplated is a Manufacturer Inventory Network, in 45 areas of the main Depot page 150, described above, with the 

which participating vendors and manufacturers share inven- addition of the navigation button "Depot" which takes the 

tory information. Manufacturers can use the information user back to the main Depot page 150 m the Banner. The 

network to do online searches of large industrial databases Working area is where the user can review a list of inventory 

to locate inventory that resides at the vendor's locations. networks of which the user is a member, including both 

Likewise, vendors can review the manufacturer's inventory 50 Manufacturer Inventory Networks and Distributor Inventory 

availability. Networks, which are determined from the user's login ID 

Vendors elecu-ooically send their inventory data files for displayed as a step 202. Note that the inventory net- 
each manufacturer they represent to the information network works are typically designated by the manufacturer name, 
and the files are merged with the manufacturer's data and ^ because even within a given Distributor Inventory 
other network member's inventories under the same network 55 Network, all the products about which inventory informa- 
listing. The merged data is then posted on the infonnation ^ being shared are preferably manufactured by a single 
network system. When a manufacturer wishes to review manufacmrer. The user is also presented a list of available 
inventory levels at the vendor locations, the manufacturer Inventory Network functions: an information network mem- 
can simply go to a personal computer, dial into the infor- listing function, a search function, a file upload function, 
mation network and instantly view the merged listing of 60 ^ download function. 

inventory for all members using the information network. Before the user can access the inventory network 

This enables manufacturers review inventory levels at the functions, the user, in step 204 clicks on a desired network 

vendor warehouse locations which leads to improved pro- with the user's mouse to select the desired network 

t^'^'ily^^^^ "^'^^ ^ '^^^'^^^^y Network function th. user may wish to 

lower mventory costs ^5 ^^-^^ ^ ^^^^ Members function. The user, after 

The second general type of inventory network Uiat is completing step 2H clicks on the "Show Members" button, 

contemplated is a Distnbutor Inventory Network, in which in a step 206, Referring now to FIG. 10, after the user 
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completes the step 206, the infonoaation network displays a displayed. Preferably, both price and discount will not be 

list of the participating members of the selected inventory displayed, to avoid confusion as to whether the discount 

network, including the member code (an abbreviated fonn applies to the list price or the displayed discount price, 

of the member name) and the full member name as a step f„ ^ ot«« i-^-i r i i * ^ c 
208. The name of the selected network is also displayed. In c . / , T ' "^^^ ^^^^^ °« a selected one of the 
a step 210, the user cUcks on a selected one of ^disp^^^^^^ ' displayed owner codes In a step 224, the information 

membercodestoselectaparticnlarmemberaboutwhichthe network displays, m addition to the search form and the 

user wants to learn more information. In a step 212, the ^^^^^ yisihk, contact infor- 

informatioQ network displays, in addition to the network malion for the selected owner, including such information as 

name and the member listing, which remain visible, contact *® owner, address, the name of a designated 
information for the selected member, including such infor- ^° contact person, and telephone and fax numbers. The user 

mation as the name of the member, address, the name of a displayed "Back" button to return to the main 

designated contact person, and telephone and fax numbers. Inventory Network page 200. 

The user can then click on the displayed "Back" button to To search for an item by an alternate part designator, in a 
return to the main Inventory Network page 200. step 226 the user first chooses the ^'search by alternate part 
ReferringagaintoHG. 9, a second function the user may designator" function in the search form displayed after 
wish to access from the main Inventory Network page 200 completing the step 214 discussed above. In a step 228, the 
is the search function, which enables the user to search for search for an alternate part designator by entering 
an item within a manufacturer's line and the item's avail- 4^ alternate part designator, indicate that the 
ability at the different vendor locations. Hie user, after entered is an initial string of the alternate part 
completing the step 204 of selecting a desired inventory designator desired, and initiate a search. Alternatively, in a 
network, clicks on the "Search Form" button, in a step 214, ^^®P 230, the user can search for an alternate part designator 
causing the search form to be displayed. Depending on the entering part or all of the alternate part designator, 
information available on the information network for the indicate that the entered information is a string contained 
selected inventory network, the user may be presented with ^ somewhere in the alternate part designator desired, and 
up to three choices for searching for an item. The user will initiate a search. In either case, the string the user enters for 
preferably always be able to search for the item by a part alternate part designator can be numbers, letters, non- 
number. The inventory network members may also be alphanumeric symbols, or any combination thereof, 
sharing alternate part designator information about the item. 1° a step 232, the information network displays, in addi- 
An alternate part designator may be, for example, a large 30 ^ search form that remains visible, the results of the 
customer's number for the part. Yet another option which search. The information displayed includes, for each owner 
may be available is to search for the item an assembly (vendor or manufacturer) having an item for sale, a line 
number (if the item is assembled from sub-components), in listing the alternate part designator of an item fitting the 
order to locate inventory which may be used to assembly the search criteria, the part number of the item, the code for the 
desired assembly item. A Universal Product Code (UPQ 35 owner of the item, the quantity of the item for sale, the price 
may also be used as a search key. of the item, and the date of the inventory listing. 

To search by part number, the user first chooses the search In a step 234, the user clicks on a selected one of the 

bypartnumberfunction,inastep216.Inastep218,theuser displayed owner codes. In a step 236, the information 

can search for a part number by entering part or all of the network displays, in addition to the search form and the 
part number, indicate that the entered numbers are an initial 40 results of the search, which remain visible, contact infor- 

string of the part number desired, and initiate a search. niation for the selected owner, including such information as 

Altematively, in a step 220, the user can search for a part the name of the owner, address, the name of a designated 

number by entering part or all of the part number, indicate contact person, and telephone and fax numbers. The user 

that the entered numbers are a string contained somewhere ^ses the displayed "Back" button to return to the main 
in the part number desired, and initiate a search. In either 45 Inventory Network page 200. 

case, the string the user enters for the part number can be To search for an item by an assembly number in a step 

nuinbers, letters, non-alphanumeric symbols, or any combi- 240 the user first chooses the "search by assembly number" 

nation thereof function in the search form displayed after completing the 

In a step 220, the information network displays, in addi- step 214 discussed above. In a step 242, the user can search 

tion to the search form which remains visible, the results of 50 ^ assembly number by entering part or aU of the 

the search. The information displayed includes, for each assembly number, indicate that the information entered is an 

owner (vendor or manufacturer) having a part for sale, a line initial string of the assembly number desired, and initiate a 

listing the part number of an item fitting the search criteria, search. Alternatively, in a step 244, the user can search for 

the code for the owner of the item, the quantity of the item an assembly number by entering part or all of the assembly 
for sale, the price of the item, the date of the inventory listing 55 number, indicate that the entered information is a string 

(the date when the owner said the item was in inventory), conUined somewhere in the assembly number desired, and 

and possibly the description of the item. initiate a search. In either case, the string the user entere for 

Note that, preferably the prices displayed within the ^he assembly number can be numbers, letters, non- 
Inventory Network and the Electronic Commerce functions alphanumeric symbols, or any combination thereof, 
of the process 100 may be produced either from a stated 60 In a step 246, the information network displays, in addi- 
pnce suppUed by the owner of the item, or from a calculation tion to the search form which remains visible, the results of 
of the price as a percentage of the manufacturer's list price, the search. The information displayed includes the assembly 
based on a discount table supplied by the owner of the item. number and description of items meeting the search criteria. 
Ifneither a stated price nor a discount percentage is supplied In a step 248, the user clicks on the displayed assembly 
by the owner, the listed price will be the manufacturer's list 65 number of a desired assembly. 

price. Normally, in searches generated in the Inventory Referring now to FIG. 9A, in a step 250, the information 

Network function, either the price or the discount wiU be network performs a lookup function in the database that 
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forms part of the infonnation network. Specifically, the child In a siep 262, the user selects an individual owner of a 

components (sub-component parts) of the selected assembly child component or assembly to find out about which the 

are identified in a look-up toble, as are the quantity of each user desires to learn contact information. In a step 264, the 

child «)«»ponent requited to build one of the selected information network displays, contact information for the 
i« f •nfo™'""') f'two* then creates, as part of 5 selected owner, including such informadon as the name of 

a step 252, a temporary table of child components of the „„^., . j^„„, ,1, „ f j ■ . j 

asseiibly. As a second part of the step 252, the information * H^Znhnnt ,nH Vfv T if "'^nated contac person 

network queries the mister inventory tabte of the informs- 't^f?T T ^ ^1 t "^'x^ 

tion netwodc database to determiw the quantity of each 2S0 Networkpage 
child component available, 

Iben an iterative loop is set up, which considers, in , ^f^J ^. ^ "^''^ completing the 

sequence, each chQd component in the temporary table. In a ' ^^f ^ ^""^f ^ inventory network, can also 

first step 254 of the iterative loop, the information network ""^^"f^ "P^°?^ funcUon to update infonnaUon available 

calculates, from the number of the child components in "^f mformaUon network about the user, such as the 

inventory and the number required to make a single ^oor tt^e user has on hand ^ 

assembly, the maximum number of assemblies that could be ^^'^^^ on the "Upload" button on the main 

built if the child component under consideration were the ^^^^^^^^y Network page 200. 

critical constraint. In a next step 256, the program compares Referring now to FIG. 12, the upload function is iUus- 

the number calculated in the step 254 against an existing ^^^^^ generally at 268. As part of the upload function, the 

constraint. If the calculated number is lower than the exist- 20 generate, in a step 270 performed on the user's 

ing critical constraint number, the number calculated in step computer, the member files to be uploaded. These files are 

254 becomes the critical constraint number, and is saved. preferably computer lookup tables, some of which are 

The previously calculated constraint number is discarded. uploaded on a regular basis (e.g., daily) and some of which 

Since no constraint existed before the number was calcu- uploaded as needed. Many of these tables are used in the 
lated for the first child component in the temporary table, the 25 ^^^^^^^^^^ Commerce function, and will be discussed below, 

number calculated in the first iteration of the step 254 However, within the Inventory Network function, the user's 

becomes the critical constraint. If the number calculated in inventory is regulariy reported to the information network, 

the step 254 is greater than the existing critical constraint Note that, in the preferred embodiment, there is a file 

number, the calculation is ignored, and the previously cal- naming convention which the user is advised to follow. The 
culated critical constraint number remains the critical con- 30 inventory files should be named according to the network to 

straint number. In a step 258, the infonnation network which they belong (a user may be a member of more than 

checks to see if all child components have been considered. network, and the inventory of each network is submitted 

If not, the iterative loop is repeated, performing the steps 254 a separate inventory file. The file name should equal Uie 

and 256 for the next child component in the temporary table. user's user ID and a predefined extension which is unique 
If. on the otiier hand, all items have been checked, the 35 for ^ach network for which the user is a member, 

information network displays the results in a step 260. The various inventory files generated by the user are 

The information displayed in the step 260 includes the combined with other user files to be uploaded into a single 

assembly number of the selected assembly, and the number archive file as a step 272. Preferably, the archive file is a 

of complete assemblies in inventory. Also displayed are the compressed file to speed transmission to the information 
part number of the child components required to make the 40 network when the user logs into the information network, 

selected assembly, the quantity of each child component FoUowing selection of the upload function in tiie step 266 

required to make up a smgle assembly, the quantity of each the user will be presented with the Upload File page 274 In 

child component in inventory. The display may also suitably a step 276, the user can enter, in Uie field displayed on the 

mclude indicate the owner of the displayed components or Upload File page 274, the file name and path of the archive 

assemblies. Fmally, the maximum number of assemblies 45 file that is ready to be uploaded. If the user does not know 

which can be built firom the displayed quantities of child the file name and path, the user clicks on the "Browse" 

components is also displayed. button to browse the user's computer for the location of the 

It should be noted here that, if desired, the information file as part of a step 278.Adialog box will be presented. The 

network may be programmed to look at only the inventory user selects the drive fi-om which the user is uploading the 

of selected owners participating in the inventory network, so file. The user identifies the type of file the user is looking by 

For example, a Manufacturer Inventory Network may be set highlighting "All files" or highlighting tiie extension corre- 

up to report the quantity of the selected item available firom sponding to the file extension of the archive file that the user 

the manufacturer, and the maximum number of assemblies is uploading. Once the user has highlighted the chosen file 

which may be assembled from manufacturer's inventory. In type, the user locates the subdirectory or folder in which the 

such a situation, it would not be necessary to display an S5 archive file is located. The files corresponding to the file type 

owner code for items displayed in the step 260, since the entered will be displayed. The user then selects the displayed 

owner will always be the manufacturer It should be noted archive file for uploading as a step 280. In a final step 282 

tiiat the information network may be programmed to also of the upload function, the user then clicks on the "Upload 

generate, for example, reports which separately display the File" button to upload the file selected in Uic steps 276 or 280 

inventory of the user, the inventory of all or selected ones of 60 to the information network. 

the other vendors in the selected inventory network, and the Referring again to FIG. 9, after completing the step 204 

mventory of the manufacturer, and separately calculates the of selecting a desired inventory network, the user can also 

number of assembhes which can be built firom the child utilize a file download function to retrieve updated infor- 

components of each of these groups, or from the entire mation relating to the other members of the network (such 

mventory available on the network. Such customized reports 65 as inventory information and member contact information) 

can readily be generated based on the owner codes associ- This will permit the user to access this information offline in 

ated with each mventory item. the user's own computer, avoiding the costs which may be 
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incurred for extended online access, such as phone charges. ing Group members relates to products manufactured by a 

This is initiated in a step 284 by clicking on the ''Download'* plurality of manufactureis. 

button on the main Inventory Network page 200. The user The inventory information on a Buying Group Inventory 

will be presented with the Download Options page in a step Network can be relevant to a large number of manufacturer's 
286 (FIG. 11). 5 products; some members may view other members as a 

The datafiles for the inventory network the user has competitive threat within their geographical region. For 

selected are listed, in a step 288 by name and size. In the example, it may be a competitive advantage to know that a 

preferred embodiment, the same information is available in compeutor across the street cannot supply a particular part 

a variety of file formats, to simplify importation into differ- ^^"^^^ '"If ^^"^ * 

ent user's business system computers. For example, three 10 ^^^^ ff^^^ ^ standard functionality of the 

different file formats which may be utilized are the "ZIP' iT^^rv 'SIlS nr n'^'h^';^*' i*"' v 

f^^^^t .„u\,u ♦u ci u u J • Inventory Network or Distributor Inventory Network 

formal, n which the file has been compressed usu,g a described above). Such a blocking function would enable a 

commonly avaUabk ZIP compression utilUy; the ".Z" member of the Buying Group to specify those distributors 

formal, in which the file has been compressed usmg a which should be blocked from having access to that mem- 
commonly available Unix compression utility; and the is ^er's inventory information. When a "blocked" distributor 

'.ASC format which is used to mdicate that the file has not requests information about inventory ftom the Buying 

been compressed, that it is an ASai text file. Group Inventory Netwoik, the information about the inven- 

Optionally, the information network may include a file the member who blocked the distributor will not 

customized for a user that indudes inventory information appear. In a preferred embodiment of this function, members 
and associated data such as the member contact information ^° of such a Buying Group Inventory Network will be limited 

for all of the user's inventory networks combined into a ^° on-line review of inventory information, and will not be 

single file. By downloading such a combined file, the user allowed to download inventory data for off-line searching, 

can avoid repetitively performing the Download function for ^ rationale for limiting data review to on-line review is the 

each inventory network of which the user is a member relative ease of programming to block information about 
Another type of customized file which may be provided to " s^'e^ted member's inventory m an on-line search environ- 

the user is a network inventory file which is formatted in a ZfrJ^T^"^' ^ fP'^'^P^f^ »hat such blocking could 

custom fonnat. Such a custom format would be used when ^o an off-lme search envuomnent as well, 

the user's business system computer is rumiing a database „ ^"^^^ '^^^'f^ °{ sear^mg a Buying Group Inventory 

program utilizing the custom fonnat. TTie info^ation net- T «^ by catalog number 
work may be provided with translation programs to convert '° S^v^NeM^lofZuSf^f^t^fi^*^'"'*'''"'''"" 

standard data flies, such as those discussed above, into data i Jl .^r^v. Z c "'"^ ""1?^°" 

fiue ko.«« iu * * «""vv, lulu uaid ncms may have the same catalog number. For example, a 

files having the custom format. ^^^^ p,^^^^ by one manufacturer may be given Oie 

In an opUonal step 290, the user can select the file same catalog number by that manufacturer as a terminal hig 

information function to learn more information about the produced and numbered by another manufacturer. Thus, the 

file. In a step 292, the infonnation network displays addi- Buying Group member should carefully review the results of 

tional information about the selected file, such as file name, a search performed strictly by catalog number. A second 

file size and the date the file was last modified. search method would be to first select a specific 

Following the steps 288 or 292, the user can select the manufacturer, and then search on the appropriate catalog 

network inventory file that the user wishes to download, in ^^^^^^ as assigned to Uie desired part by the specific 

a step 294. The user will then be presented with a dialog box j^anufactnrer. A Uiird search method would be to search by 

from which the user can locate the drive, and subdirectory ^J"'"",^^^^ number, a unique 

or folder oil user's computer where the user wishes to save '^T^^^^ """"^u^ manufacturer's product, 

the selected file, to complete a step 296. Ttie user then "^f"^^ """^^T assigned by a designated trade 

initiates the file Hnwnin,ril , ct.r. -jofl T i ^ ^^^^P' example. Acommodity code number may also be 

f ^n^nw Ik ^5 provided by a trade group, A commodity code is a code 

Opuons page. The user can then ac^ss Inventory manufacturer For example, all ring teViiinals of a given size 

i'^T^^^f ^^^^^ be aligned a single commodity code 

300. Preferably, aU of the Inventory Network fiinctions number, regardless of who makes the ring terminal. A fourth 

available online with the information network are imple- search method which is contemplated would be a search by 

mented on the user's own computer to use with the down- commodity code number, which would return inventory 

loaded file. information about equivalent items by various 

It should be noted that another fonn of Inventory Network manufacturers, which items would be available from other 

is contemplated apart from the Manufacturer's Inventory Buying Group members who did not block the searcher from 

Network and the Distributor Inventory Network. This third 55 infonnation about tiieir inventory. 

type of Inventory Netwoik is a Buying Group Inventory . ^ contemplated that, among various suitable ways of 

Network. This Buying Group Inventory Network is a depar- "iP^tting this information, tiie trade group assigning the 

ture from the model whei« network members are licensed or commodity code numbers could produce a table which 

authorized distributors of a given manufacturer's product ^^^!^^ commodity code numbers, the UPC code 

Some differences between a Manufacturer's Inventory Net- <n ^^^^^^ Manufacturer's number, pricing information, 

work and a Buying Group Inventory Network which arc 1 Tf'?^""" ^ "^""^^ ^ 

contemplated are presented below: ™ database that forms part of the information netwoik. 

A Buying Group Inventory Network is contemplated to a^'Swas^^^^^ '^''"''^ ^ 
serve a large buying association of distributors, generally of 

a general type of product, such as electrical products. The 65 ELECTRONIC COMMERCE 

items bought by the Buying Group members are intended for From the main Depot page, as briefly discussed above the 

resale. However, mventory information shared by the Buy- user may click on an "Electronic Commerce" button in' the 
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step 158 (FIG. 8), to access the Electcooic Commerce The Menu Options area lets the user choose the vendor's 

function. The Electronic Commerce function on the infor- application that the tiser may wish to run, The menu options 

mation netwoik lets the user access and intwact with may include: "Place a New Order'V'Request a New Quote", 

selected vendors who are members of the information net- "Make a New Requisition", "Get Order Status", "Get Quote 
wodc The vendors which the user will be able to interact s Sums", and "Get Requisition Status", 
with are those vendors with which the user has entered into 

an agreement (i.e., a contraa) which will govern or regulate QUICK SEARCH 

the terms of intcradion, inctading sales, between the parties jhe Quick Search area lets the user quickly search the 

to the agreement^ The user may enter mto agreements with vendor's database. It would be used if the user wishes to 
one or more vendors, which wiU be referred to herem as the lo check on inventory avaUabUity and pricing without creating 

user's vendors. Typically, the user wJl be restricted to » quote, an order, or a requisiUon. The Quick Search area 

entering mto agreemeats with vendors witbn whose geo- includes a button for initiating a display of a Ust of keywords 

graphic franchise area the user is located, although that is ^ by the selected vendor for categorizing items, 

typically determined by the rules of the franchise agree- ™ . , . 

ments entered into with the various manufacmrers by the is "'^ ^ °^ mventory item by either 

vendors as disttibutors of the manufacturers' products, and manufacturer number or keyword. To see a list of the 

is not a function of the information network. keywords click on the keyword button in the Quick Search 

Within the Electrode Commerce function, the user can k^^oS/it ^wm b'^prSr' '''' 

browse the user's vendors* mventory data and place orders , -.^^ i. 

and quotes with the vendors. The user can review pricing 20 ^ ° ^ step 3L2, the user enters the keyword to search in the 

and product availabiUty as weU as order and quote sUtus ^^^^ provided and selects the Keyword search function. The 

information of transactions that the user has placed in the ""^^ f ^'""^ °° "^^'""^ ^ ^^^^te a 

past Electronic funds transfer may suitably be fadUtated as ^^^[""^ keyword, m a step 314. The user wiU be presented 

part of the Hectronic Commerce function. ? ^^^^^ matching the search criteria as a step 

Ae * »u . J 25 ''^^'"^^^^^^^S the part number ofeach item, a description of 

As mdicated above, to access the user s vendors' inven- ;tor« i^^oi T+^t, *•« *i. ^^vi u . '^i'""""^ 

;r.fr.rr««#™ ♦kJ, * . u item, thc local stocK quantity, thc 24 houT stoclc Quantitv. 

tory information, the user must first be an established .he nnV/» nf th^ itpm InH tui «f ^^H^autuy, 

/>iiot,^mo^ «F T *u J .1. 1 pnce 01 ine item, and tne unit oi measure used to 

h^^r/ ^ ? T "^'"^^^ estabUshtheprice.TTielocalstockisthequanUtyof theitcm 

have the use s company set up with a customer number. Uial the vendor has in the vendor's own invenTo^. Ihe 24 

ThLS loforraation is supplied to the mformation network in hour ^tnck i\ the ^tnrV nf th. tu.t " invcaiory. ine 

an upload ftmction which will be described below. Sin If hl^/ the vendor can ship 

u 1- 1 J u ..T^, . ^ withm 24 hours, that is. Stock available to the vendor from 

Alter the user has chcked on the "Electronic Commerce" the manufacturer or other vendors through the vendors 

button m the step 158, the user is presented with one of two Inventory Network, as described above. Of course time 

X "^^^^ Commerce functions, depending on periods other than 24 hours may be used. The user clicks on 

whether the user is a vendor or a customer of a vendor. Note the displayed "Back" button return to the vendor's page 308 

that some users can be both a vendor and a customer. For tv. uu r ^ , . 

example, vendors on the Inventory Network may ^e i^' search by manufacturer's part number, the user enters 

Electronic Commerce fimction to\e both vendoT and ^ ^^^^^^^^ 

customers to each other, to facilitate transfer of invent^y V^ru^t i^ m' ^"T^ ""^'f 

identified in the Inventory Network fimction. ^ J" ^ V ^^'n ''f f ^""uT ' 

^ 40 then clicks on the "Quick Search" button to initiate a search, 

CUSTOMER ELECTRONIC COMMERCE ^ ^ ^^^P '^^^ presented with a list of the 

41 . ^ . ^^^^^ matching the search criteria as a step 322, including 

Reterrmg first lo FIG. 14, if the user is a customer, then the part number of each item, a description of the item the 

the user will be presented with the Electronic Commerce local stock quantity, the 24 hour stock quantity, the price of 

page 302 as shown below. The Electronic Commerce page 45 the item, and the unit of measure used to establish the price 

302 presents a list of all of the mformation network vendors The user cHcks on the displayed "Back" button return to the 

that the user does busmess with, in a step 304. Also vendor's page 308. 
presented on the Electronic Commerce page 302, in a step 

305, is an option for "Approve Requisition". As will be ORDER ENTRY 

rasmONs'i^' 'if t entitled "APPROVE 50 The Order Entry application enables a user to browse the 

Sa^.™H f t' f 1a d '"^!^^^^^° ^PP^°;^ selectedvendorsinventory,pricing,andproductavailability. 

pnvileges and selects the Approve Requisition option dis- Ti,e user can add hne items to an order, and enter shipp ine 

Se™ ^r ^^^^ ^'^^ administration information a\The ter's con^^^ 
open requisitions, sorted by user name. „ience. The user can search for products by part number. 
To mitiate a cominerce session with a selected vendor, the 55 partial part number, or keyword. While creating an order the 
user clicks on the selected vendor's name in a step 306. The user can edit or delete line items the user has added to an 
vendor s main page 308 wiU then be presented. All vendors' order, or cancel the order entirely. Once the user has corn- 
pages may look the same and may offer the same menu plcted an order, the user will not be able to edit it in the Order 
options. However, menu options are loaded dynamically, Entry mode. However, if the vendor has not yet processed 
and depending upon the user's privileges with respect to the 60 the order, the user can edit the order using the Order Status 
vendor, these pnvileges may vary firom one vendor to fimction that will be explained below. If the user has not 
another. Each menu option represents a um'quc vendor posted the order on the information network, in a preferred 
appIicaUon. The vendor's main page is divided into three embodiment, the user will not be able to retrieve it using the 
sections: aBamier, a Menu Options area, and a Quick Search Order Status function. However, a fimction may be provided 
area 310. The Banner is comprised of the vendor's name and 65 whereby a user can submit an order to a "scratch pad" part 
togo, and a navigaUon button that takes the user back to the of the information network, and then log-off of the network. 
Electromc Commerce page. The order submitted to the scratch pad will not be made 
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available to the vendor. The user could then log-in to the In a step 338, the results of the search will be displayed 

information network, finish the order which had previously in the Dynamic area of the page. The displayed information 

been submitted to the scratch pad, and once satisfied that the for each item matching the search criteria will preferably 

order is complete, submit the order in the normal manner. include the part number of the item, a description, a price. 

The user can place an order with the vendor selected in the 5 a local quantity (the quantity that the vendor has on hand in 

step 308 by clicking on the "Place a New Order" button 324 the vendor's own inventory), a 24 hour quantity (the quan- 

(FIG. 14). tity the vendor can obtain in short order, as discussed above) 

The vendor's order entry page 325 will then be displayed of measure for the item. 

(FIG. 15). The page is divided into four sections: Banner, a The price is preferably calculated based on a table 

Search Area, a Dynamic area, and an Application Links area. '^^ uploaded to the infonmation network by the vendor. The 

The Banner section presents the vendor's name and logo as table includes a list of the customer ID's for the users 

well as the navigation "Back" button used to letum to the authorized to conduct electronic commerce with the vendor, 

previous page. It is contemplated that the Banner section and a discount percentage associated with each customer ID 

may be omitted, and the "Back" button may be moved to for each product code. This enables the vendor to quote 

another of the three sections, such as the Applications Links different prices to different customers, with the appropriate 

area. The Search Criteria area includes a search form dis- discounted price being displayed to the user based on the 

played in a step 326. The search form allows the user to enter user's user ID given at log-on. If no discount percentage is 

the part information and invoke a search on the vendor's given, the displayed price will be list price. While this 

database. The search criteria area of the page is where the discounting method is the preferred method for determim'ng 

user must build the search string for the inventory item that ^ price, it is contemplated that other pricing may be used, 

the user wishes to purchase. Most vendors' services let the In a step 340, the user scrolls (if necessary) through the 

user search by manufacturer Part Number, customer Part displayed list until the user finds the item that the user 

Number, an Alternate Part Number or by Keyword. There is wishes to buy. Once the user has located the item, the user 

an Item field where the user must enter the search string of cUcks on the "Choose This Item" button to select the item 

the part number or keyword associated with the desired item, ^5 ^ ^^^^ 342, the user can enter comments for the line 

and a quantity field where the user must enter the quantity item that wiU be generated by selecting the item, if the user 

01 me Item required. wishes. The user then clicks on the "Add To Order" button 

The Dynamic area is where the results of searches are in a step 346. The line item will then be created 

displayed. Hie Dynamic area is also where the order line The Order Form page with the newly created line iU^m 

^ems are presented as the user build the order. When the will be displayed in a step 348. Included on the order form 

P ace a New Order function is first invoked, the selected is a line number for each item ordered, with the part number, 

me uynamic area as a step 327. fo, the item and the hue item total cost (unit cost multipHed 

The Application Links area is where the user can invoke 3^ by the quantity required). The Order Form page also 

functions that relate to the order entry appUcation. The includes a Net Cost that is calculated by the information 

ApphcatioQS Unk area is displayed as part of a step 328, network, which is total of hne item total costs, and prefer- 

performed smiultaneously with the steps 326 and 327. Links ably excludes such costs as taxes, and shipping and handliuE 

which are included in the Applications Link area include charges 

"STr^Ll f ' ^1^°'^ ^' ' '^'"'"^ ItemToOrder-linkiDastepaSOtorcturntothesearchform 

Shipping Mormation , displayed in the step 326. The user then executes another 

In a step 330, the user wiU normaUy initiate a search of the search for an inventory item by following steps 330 throueh 

database by first selecting the type of search to be conducted, 346. 

and then entering the search stiitig corresponding to the ,5 If the user cannot locate the line item by searching by part 

fnTfinnt? tT'-'^H f°'^' ''"'r" nuQibcr or keyword, the user can enter a textual deLx^L 

for findmg a desired item will preferably include manufac- and the item will be sourced for the user by the vendor llie 

turer s part number, customer part number, alternate part user clicks on the "Manual Entry" link displayed in the 

number, and kejAvord. The search stnng would include at Application Links section to cause the mannal eninTfo™ to 

rr enrrf.°° h K ^ropnate designator. Tlie string the be displayed in a step 352. The manual entry form inchides 

rmholl^ K ! '"'^ fi*"^ ^*"dor d^dptton, item 

symbols or a combination thereof. For example, if the user description, date required, quantity needed, and unit of 

IS searchmg the database by manufacturer's part number, the measure. TTie Mam«J Entr^ Action is espedall^us^M fo 

user enters the p^t number of the item_ or as much of the non-stock or special items that the vendor can obuin, but for 

part number that the user knows, m the displayed Item field. which the ven4,r does not track information in the vendoJ 

Next, 10 a step 332, the user enters the quantity that the database. In the preferred embodiment of the invention the 

user wishes to buy in die Quantity fieU. information network requires the user to enter quantity'and 

Id a step 334, the user enters the date the user requires the required date information. In a step 354, the user submits the 

item. The date input by the user is checked for accuracy (it manual entry order by clicking on the "Add To Order" 

must exist and be sometime in the future). button displayed at the bottom of the "manual Entry" form. 

In a step indicated generally at 336. the user indicates At any time, if the user wishes to view a summary of the 

whether the search string Uie user entered in the Item field order the user has created, the user can click on the "View 

is at the beginning of the item designator or is contained in Order" link located in the Application Links section of the 

tiie somewhere in the complete item designator, or is an page to cause the Order Form page to be displayed in a 
exact match for the item designator. The user completes the 65 repetition of the step 348. 

Step 336 by clicking on the displayed "Search" button to In a step 356, once the user has entered aU of the line 

mitiate the search. n^as, the user should dick on the "Click Here to Enter 
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Shipping Information" link displayed at the top of the mation message indicating that the Cancel Older function 

dynamic area of the Order Form page. Alternatively, the user will cancel the current order (whose order number is also 

can click on the "Shipping Info" link located in the Appli- preferably displayed). To complete the order cancellation 

cation Links section of the page to select the Shipping step 374, the user clicks on the "Cancel Current Order*' 

Information entry function. This action causes the Shipping 5 button displayed on the page. 

information page to be displayed. if o,der is to be submitted rather than cancelled, the 

In a step 358, the user is prompted for a Purchase Order user clicks on the "Submit Order" link located at the 

(PO) number, and a Release number. The default ship-to Application Links section when the user has completed the 

information is obtained using the user's customer number to order, as a step 376. If the shipping infonnation has been 
find the appropriate information from the company file and 10 entered, the order will then be transmitted to the vendor via 

ship-to file supplied by the vendor. The company file is a the information network. Note, however, that if the user tries 

lookup table that includes, for each customer of the vendor to submit the order before the user has entered the shipping 

that is authorized to conduct Electronic Commerce with the information, the order will be blocked as a step 378. The user 

vendor, a customer login ID, the associated company name, will be informed that the user cannot submit the order until 

and default address information. The ship-to file is a second 15 the user has entered the required shipping data. The user can 

lookup table that includes, for each customer of the vendor then cUdc on the "Shipping Info" link located in the AppH- 

that is authorized to conduct Electronic Commerce with the cation Unks section of the page to select the Shipping 

vendor, a customer number, and alternate ship-to address or Information entry function 

I'^l^f .f" -i. ^"""r"* ?° ''^^^ To return to the vcodor's Electronic Cbmmerce page, the 

atUress. the wishes and IS even the oppo,^^ 20 ^j.^^^ ^ appropriate displayed but on 

selectanaltema^eship-toa^ Alternatively, the user c^ cliL on the displayed "Back" 

,„^T h ' f*? T Tl"^ "Attenl«>n» button to reJurn to the list of vendors with the ^r 

string and attach comments to the overall order as part of the jp^s business 
shipping information. 

The user is also prompted for shipping method and is ^5 ,J°J^f,f!f!!"'''''"^^ir°^r^'?l'''°'*°'^ 

givena Ustofchoic^ andrequested adownloadftomthepickuppage.if auserhas 

wh„„ fi ' u^ . • u - • submitted the order, an ASai text file is built and a unique 

When the user IS flashed entenng shippmg informaaon, fiu name is assigned to that order by the informal 

the user chcks on the displayed "Send Shwmg Informa- network. The order is then sent for the vendor to pick up 

tZ ,^«"™'°;.fP 360. Tills adds the shippmginfonna- Although in a preferred embodiment, no electron^ mdl 

SsSavt^ automaucally message (e-mail) is sent, it is contemplated that an e-mail 

^ ' be sent to the vendor containing the same infonnation 

Ibe user can capture the displayed Order Forai page for about the order. The system also checks a special copy table 

pnntmg, accepting the form as is, or go back and make any for records indicating that copies of this order arc to be left 

corrections or deletions, or delete the entire order. The user in other download directories. The orders are placed there as 

r n ^"^V^J!^-^. ^^"^ ^"^^^"^ ^ ^°Py ^ l^ft ^ « n^aster repository for back-up 

Add An Item To Order" link located at the Application and recovery purposes. 

Lmks section of the page. * 

1 . . A preferred finished order fomiat is as follows: 

The user can only edit a Ime item of an order while the «At, u... k i j 

order entry session is still in progress. To do so, the user Date rOate^ ^ 

pulls up the Order Form page, using the "View Order^' link *. filmed 

in the Application links section if needed. The user then w u c i- / 

locates and selects the fine item in the current order that the Supphen (the name of the vendor) 

user wishes to edit or modify in a step 362 by clicking on the Customer Number: (customer number) 

"Edir* button displayed on the associated line. The user can 45 PO Number: (PO number) 

then change the date required, quantity required, or the Release Number: (release number) 

comment field ma step 364. Once the user has completed the n^«,.f^.„* m,, u ^ / l ^ 

edits, the user cHcks on the displayed "Confirm Edif button ^epartment Number (department number) 

to enter the change to the order as a step 366. ^^^P ^° Number: (ship to number) 

Similarly, the user can only delete a line item of an order 50 ^^^^ ^ ^ numeric code 

entry session in progress. To do so, the user pulls up the ^ description obtained from a separate global 

Order Form page, using the **View Order" link in the '^^^^^ 

implication Links section if needed. The user then locates Attention: (attention) 

and selects the line item in the current order that the user Ordered By: (ordered by) 

wishes to delete in a step 368 by clicking on the "Delete" 55 Special Instructions: (comments) 

button displayed on the associated line. The line item Order Date- Order Date" 

information for the line item k displayed in a step 370. Once (Tht information above appears only once per order, the 

the user has detennmed that the desired line item is information below repeats for each item number) 

displayed, the u^^^^ Delete" -pa^t Number: (part number) 

button to enter the change to the order as a step 372. 60 0^1-. • - ■ \ 

In a step 374, the user can cancel the order, user can ^ Description: (descr^tion) 

only cancel an order that the user is creating. In other words, R^q^^d Quantity: (qty) 

the user can not cancel an order that has ah:eady been Customer Part Price: (price ea.) 

submitted while in the order entry apphcation. To cancel an Line Item Price: (total line price) 

order the user is creating, the user clicks on the "Cancel 65 Comment: (comment) 

Order" Unk in the AppUcation links section of the vendor's Description: (additional descriptions for non-stock 

order entry page. The user will be presented with a confir- items)" 
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The above information is formatted and aligned for easy symbols, or a combination thereof. For example, if the user 

reading and can be sent by the vendor directly to a printer is searching the database by manufacturer's part number, the 

after download. Note that this format is preferably the same user enters the part number of the item, or as much of the 

format as what is displayed by the View Text Of Individual part number that the user knows, in die displayed Item field. 

10 Transactions Function mustrated in FIG^ 13, and the s Next, in a step 432, the user enters, in the Quantity field, 

View Text Of Requisition FuncUon lUustrated m FIG. 14. the quantity of the item for which the user is requesting a 
REQUEST A QUOTE 

n.e Request A New Quote function allows a user to fl^Z^' v^T r! 

browse the distributor's inventory pricing and availabiUty, lo '^^i f !^'^'^'^ """"^''y 

add Une items to a quote, and enter shipping and ordJ; T 

administration information. Except for a few changes in data /° * indicated geoeraUy at 436, the user indicates 

requested, the quote process is similar to the order process. whether the search stnng the user entered in the Item field 

The user may not be prompted for a PO or release number, ^ begmmng of the item designator or is contained in 

since a request for a quote is not a sale. The user is prompted 15 somewhere m the complete item designator, or is an 

to okay the ship to address or change it and fill in the exact match for the item designator. The user completes the 

"requested b/' field, but lack of shipping infonnation wiU ^^^V chc]dag on 35 the displayed "Search" button to 

not prevent a quote from being submitted. miXmX& the search. 

Ibe user can submit a quote with the vendor selected in . ^ ^^^P ^^^^^^ ^^^^^ will be displayed 

the step 308 by clicking on the "Request a New Quote" m the Dynamic area of the page. The displayed infonnation 

button 380 (FIG. 14). ^^^^ item matching the search criteria will preferably 

Hie vendor^s new quote entry page 425 will then be ""f^^^f part number of the item, a description, a price, 

displayed (FIG. 16). Tlie page is divided into four sections: t^^"""^ fT^^ ^^^^'^ that the vendor has on hand in 

a Banner area, a Search area, a Dynamic area, and an v^^^dor s own mventory), a 24 hour quantity (th^ 
Application Links area. The Banner presents the vendor's ^ ^ity the vendor can obtain m short order, as discussed above) 

name and logo as weU as the navigation "Back** button used ^'^^ °^ measure for the item, 

to renira to the previous page. Th® price is preferably calculated based on a table 

It is contemplated that the Banner section may be omitted ^Pjfaded to the information network by the vendor. The 

and the "Back" button may be moved to another of the three ^^^^^ includes a list of the customer ID's for the users 
sections, such as the AppUcations Links area ^° authorized to conduct electronic commerce with the vendor, 

Tbe Search Criteria area includes a search form displayed itZlrrT"^""''"'"'^ "1? each customer ID 

in a step 426. Hie search form allows the user to enter the nw" f h"^"* T^^"" J'u^^' '° 

part information and invoke a search on the vendor's data- ^J""^^ to different customers, with the appropriate 

base. Tlie search criteria area of the page is where the user t^^^^'^ fn ? i ^ ^""'^ ''^ 

must buiM the search string for the inventory item that the ' Z F ^""^ ^ ^"^^^^ percentage is 

userwishestoreceiveaquote.Mostvendors'servicesletthe T'"^ displayed price will be hst price. While this 

user seaix:h by manufacturer Part Number, customer Part method is the preferred method for deteraiining 

Number, an Alternate Part Number or by Keyword. There is ^""^^ contemplated that other pacing may be used, 

an Item field where the user must enter the search string of ^ . ^ * scmlls (if necessary) through the 

the part number or keyword associated with the desired item, displayed list until the user finds the item that the user 

and a quantity field where the user must enter the quantity wishes to buy. Once the user has located the item, the user 

of the item required. ^^^^s on the "Choose This Item" button to select the item. 

The Dynamic area is where the results of searches are In a step 442, the user can enter comments for the line 

displayed. The Dynamic area is also where the request for 45 that will be generated by selecting the item, if the user 

quote line items arc presented as the user build the request wishes. The user then clicks on the "Add To Quote" button 

for quote. When the Request A New Quote function is first ^ ^ ^tep 446. The line item will be then be created, 

invoked, the selected vendor name and the current request The Quote Form page with the newly created line item 

for quote number are displayed in the Dynamic area as a step will be displayed in a step 448. Included on the quote form 

50 ^ ^ number for each item request for quoted, with the 

The Application Links area is where the user can invoke P^^t number, description, and quantity required of the item, 

functions that relate to the request for quote entry applica- the unit cost for the item and the fine item total cost (unit cost 

tion. The Applications link area is displayed as part of a step multiplied by the quantity required). ITie Quote Form page 

428, performed simultaneously with the steps 426 and 427. ^0 includes a Net Cost that is calculated by the information 

Links which arc included in the Applications Link area 55 network, which is total of line item total costs, and prefer- 

include "View Quote", "Add An Item To Quote", "Submit **^ly excludes such costs as taxes, and shipping and handling 

Quote", "Cancel Quote", "Key Word List", "Manual Entry", charges. 

and "Shipping Information". To add another Une item, the user cUcks on the "Add An 

In a step 430, the user wiU normally initiate a search of the Item To Quote" link in a step 450 to return to the search form 

database by first selecting the type of search to be conducted, 60 displayed in the step 426. The user then executes another 

and then entering the search string corresponding to the search for an inventory item by following steps 430 through 

user's chosen search criteria. The choices for search criteria 446. 

for finding a desired item will preferably include manuf ac- If the user cannot locate the line item by searching by part 

turer s part number, customer part number, alternate part number or keyword, the user can enter a textual description 

number, and keyword. The search string would include at 65 and the item will be sourced for the user by the vendor The 

teast a portion of the appropriate designator. Hie string the user clicks on the "Manual Entry" link displayed in the 

user enters can be characters, numbers, non-alphanumeric implication Links section to cause the manual entry form to 
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be displayed in a step 452. The manual entry form includes Similarly, the user can only delete a line item of a request 

entry fields for part number, vendor description, item for a quote while the quote entry session is still in progress, 

description, date required, quantity needed, and unit of To do so, the user pulls up the Quote Form page, using the 

measure. The Manual Entry function is especially useful for "View Quote" link in the Application links section if 
non-stock or special items that the vendor can obtain, but for $ needed. The user then locates and selects the line item in the 

which the vendor does not track information in the vendor current request for quote that the user wishes to delete in a 

database. In the preferred embodiment of the invention, the step 4^ by clicking on the "Delete" button displayed on the 

information network requires the user to enter quantity and associated line. The line item information for the line item 

required date ii^ormation In a step 454 the user submits the is displayed in a step 470. Once the user has determined that 

manual entry form by clickmg on the «Add To Quote" the desired line item is displayed, the user clicks on the 

buuon displayed at the bottorn of the Manual Entry form displayed "Confirm Delete" button io enter the change to the 

At any Ume, if the user wishes to view a summary of the request for quote as a step 472 

request for quote the user has created, the user can click on r * a-^a *u t ^ 

tte "View Quote" lit* located in the Application uZ '° " "'^P "^.^ "° "'"'f '^<1"^' 

section of the page to cause the Quote Foim page to be ^^^^ « '^'^^^^ I""'* "^er is 

displayed in a repetition of the step 448 creaUng. In other words, the user can not cancel a request for 

In a step 456, once the user has entered aU of the line f"'" 1"" 'l' ^'«»dy been submitted while in the request 

items, the user Should click on the "Click Here to Enter °f Whc^Uon. To cancel a request for quote that 

Shipping Infomiation" link displayed at the top ofthe ^l^^H^r f "f- "^"'^ °? ^ ^^f^^ 

dynamicareaoftheQuoteFormpage.Alternatively:theuser f f "f/ Ap^icat.on Imks se*^ 

can cUck on the "Shipping Info" liik located in the AppU- ^ T !• ^ ^^'^ P'**"^ " 

cation Links section of Uie page to select the ShS message mdicaUng that the Cancel Quote 

Information entry function, H.^klction c««es the ShiJJinl tnf^^^ T"^ "^u "^^^ Wfo^ quote (whose 

information page to be displayed for quote number is also preferably displayed). To 

Tt, , Age .1, . IV u ^ ^ complete the request for quote cancellation step 474. the 

mation is obtained using the user's customer number to find rr *u . r . . , . 

the appropriate infonnation from the company file and u""/!^ for quote is to be submitted rather than 

ship-to file supplied by the vendor TTie company file f ' f "° ^ ^^"^^^^ 

lookup table that includes, for each customer of the vendor * , ^ ApphcaUon Lmks section when the user has com- 
that is authorized to conduct Electronic Commerce with the ^° Pj^^d the request for quote, as a step 476. Note that, unlike 

vendor, a customer number, the associated company name, ?'t^i ^"f/^^"' ^^^^^^^ 

and default address information. The ship-to file is a second T""^^ ^^^""'l ""^^^ ^"^^'^"^ ^^^PP"g information, 

lookup table that includes, for each customer of the veSor ^ ^'^^^^^ 

that is authorized to conduct Electronic Commerce with the ^^^^ vendor's Electronic Commerce page, the 

vendor, a customer number, and alternate ship-to address or ^^^^ ^^^^^^ °° appropriate displayed button, 

addresses. The user is prompted to change the ship-to Alternatively, the user can click on the displayed "Back" 

address, if the user wishes, and is given the opportunity to ^^^^^^ ^. ^^^^^^ °^ vendors with whom the user 

select an alternate ship-to address from the database table. A business. 

field is provided so that the user can enter an "Attention" ^° preferred embodiment, after the quote is built, the 

string and attach comments to the overall request for quote ^ confirm and send off the quote, modify it, delete it, 

as part of the shipping information. capture it for printing. Also, m the preferred embodiment, 

Ibe user is also piomptcd for shipping method and is ^^^^ ? vendor has dialed in and requested a download from 

given a list of choices. pickup page, if a user has submitted the quote, a 

When the user is finished entering shipping information, ^^^^}^^ quote is named uniquely and placed in the down- 

the user cUcks on the displayed "Send Shipping Informa- ^""f directory of the vendor. Hie copy table is checked and 

tion" button in a step 460. This adds the shipping informa- t^^V^^"^^ will be sent to the download area specified there, 

tion to the Quote Form page, which is automatically repository receives a dupHcate of the quote. If 

re-displayed function is unplemented, an e-mail may be sent to the 

THe user can capture the displayed Quote Form page for 50 infonnation about the quote, 

printing, accepting the form as is, or go back and make any REQUISITION 

corrections or deletions, or delete the entire request for Some infonnation networks may implement a requisition 

quote. The user can also add more line items to the request function, of which end-users may wish to take advantage 

for quote by dicking on the "Add An Item To Quote" Hnk Requisitions are used in businesses where not aU users have 

located at the ApphcaUon Links section of the page. 5s the authority to place orders. These users enter the material 

The user can only edit a line item of a request for a quote needed as requisitions. These requisitions are then reviewed 
while the quote entry session is still in progress. To do so, and accepted or rejected by others of higher authority in the 
the user pulls up the Quote Form page, using the "View corporate organization, as will be discussed below. As such, 
Quote" link in the AppUcation Links section if needed. The an authentication method exists to link certain login ids with 
user then locates and selects the line item in the current 60 the ability to approve or reject requisitions created by other 
request for quote that the user wishes to edit or modify in a users. The Requisition function lets the user to browse the 
step 462 by clicking on the "Edit" button displayed on the user's vendor's inventory pricing and availability, add line 
associated line. The user can then change the date required, items to Uie requisiUon, and enter shipping and order admin- 
quantity required, or the comment field in a step 464. Once istratioo information. The user can search for inventory by 
the user has completed the edits, the user clicks on the 65 part number or key word, 

displayed "Confirm Edit" button to enter the change to the Briefly, the process for creating a requisition is much the 

request for quote as a step 466. same as the oixler entry scheme. All the search modes and 
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item input methods from order entry exist in the requisition which are included in the Applications Link area include 

function as well. Hie user is prompted for the same infor- "Mew Requisition", "Add An Item To Requisition", "Sub- 

mation as in the order entry process. When the user has mit Requisition", "Cancel Requisition", "Keyword List", 

finished building the requisition, the user is prompted for PO "Manual Entry", and "Shipping Information", 

number, release number, and requisition number. The user is 5 in a step 530, the user wiU normaUy initiate a search of the 

asked to accept or change the ship-to address. The user can database by first selecting the type of search to be conducted, 

mput an "Attentton" field and special instructions. The total and then entering the search string corresponding to the 

of the reqmsition can be displayed when the requisition user's chosen search criteria. The choices for search criteria 

appears complete. At this point the user can print the for finding a desired item will preferably include manufac- 

requisiUon locally, modify It, or accept it. Upon acceptance, lo turer's part number, customer part number, alternate part 

when submitting the requisition, the user views the total number, and keyword. The search string would include at 

detail of the requisition one last tune and can confirm, print least a portion of the appropriate designator. The string the 

or delete the requisition. ^scr enters can be characters, numbers, non-alphanumeric 

This final confinnation writes the created document to the symbols, or a combination thereof. For example, if the user 

database tables. The requisition number becomes the num- 15 is searching the database by manufacturer's part number, the 

ber input by the user. An information network numbering user enters the part number of the item, or as much of the 

process guarantee uniqueness. The user ID is captured and part number that the user knows, in the displayed Item field, 

written to the tables as the requisition by field. Next, in a step 532, the user enters, in the Quantity field! 

Wiile creating a requisition, the user can edit or delete the quantity of the item for which the user is making a 

line items that the user has created or cancel the requisition '^^ requisition. 

completely. When the user completes the requisition, the In a step 534, the user enters the date the user requires the 

user posts the requisition to the information network elec- item. The date input by the user is checked for accuracy (it 

tronically. Different individuals in the user's organization must exist and be sometime in the future) 

can review the requisition and approve the requisition by In a step indicated generaUy at 536, the user indicates 

converting the requisition to an order or reject the requisi- whether the search string the user entered in the Item field 

tion It IS also contemplated that a ftinction may be imple- is at the beginning of the item designator or is contained in 

mented to allow the reviewing individuals to convert the the somewhere in the complete item designator, or is an 

requisition to a quote. Once the requisition has been exact match for the item designator. The user completes the 

approved and converted to an order, the order is sent to the step 536 by clicking on the displayed "Search" button to 

vendor electromcally. If the vendor has not processed the initiate the search 

SL'to '''' " ' '''P '^^-l^ ^--h will be displayed 

Mn«r r.fi.rin« f vm^ A^H ' ^ Dyuamlc area of the page. The displayed information 

Now referring to FIGS. 14 and 17^he requisition process for each item matching the search criteria wiU preferably 

wiU now be described m detail The user can submit a inchzde the part mmiber of the item, a description, a price, 

^uisiUon to the vendor selected m the step 308 by clicking a local quantity (the quantity that the vendor has oi^ hand k 

on the "Make a New Requisition" button 500 (FIG. 14). the vendor's own inventory), a 24 hour quantity (the ZZ 

The vendor's new requisition entry page 525 wUl then be tity the vendor can obtain in short order, as discussed above) 

displayed (FIG. 17). The page is divided into four sections: and the unit of measure for the item. 

Banner, a SwchArea, a Dynamic area, and an AppUca The price is preferably calculated based on a table 

Links area. Ilie Banner presents the vendor^s name and logo uploaded to the information network by the vendor The 

as weU as the navigaUon "Back" button used to return to the table includes a list of the customer ID^s for the users 

previous page. It is contemplated that the Banner section authorized to conduct electronic commerce with the vendor 

may be omitted, and the "Back" button provided in one of and a discount percentage associated with each customer ID 

ttie other sections of the page. The Search Criteria area for each product code. This enables the vendor to quote 

mcludes a search form displayed in a step 526. The search different prices to different customers, with the appropriate 

form allows the user to enter the part information and invoke discounted price being displayed to the user based on the 

a search on the vendor s database. ITie search criteria area of user's user ID given at log-on. If no discount percentage is 

the page IS where the user must build the search string for file given, the displayed price will be list price Whikthis 

mventory item that the user wishes to receive a requisition, discounting method is the preferred method for determinine 

Most vendors services let the user search by Manufacturer price, it is contemplated that other pricing may be used 

Part Number, Customer Part Number, Alternate Part In a step 540, the user scrolls (if necc^ary) through the 

Number, or by Keyword. Ther^ is an Item field where the displayed list mtil the user finds thTltem^K^^^^ 

IZ^Z J^'.^ : Tht '/.^ part number or wishes^o buy. Once the user has located the i^m, the Se^ 

keyword associated with the desired item, and a quantity cUcks on the "Choose This Item" button to select the item 

field where the user must enter the quantity of the item in * c#^« ci-i iu * 7 

required H^<^^^y "ic ucm iq ^ step 542, the user can enter comments for the line 

Tu . ...... , . generated by selecting the item, if the user 

Ihe Dynamic area is where the results of searches are wishes. The user then clicks on the "Add To Requisition" 

w ft^l' """fu"^ requisition button in a step 546. The line item wiU be then be created. 
mirR^n % T.'^^^l^' requisition. ,o The Requisition Form page with the newly created line 

When the Requisition function is fiist invoked, the selected item will be displayed in a step 548. Included on tSe 

Z^'inTl^v ^q^^^^t^n number are dis- requisition fonn is a iL number fo'r each it" 

played in the Dynamic area as a step 527. ^^h the part number, description, and quantity ^requi^eS of 

llie Apphcation Links area is where the user can invoke the item, the unit cost for the item and the line item total cost 
ftinctions that relate to the requisition entry application. The 65 (unit cost multipUed by the quantity required) The Requi- 

Apphcauons Link area is displayed as part of a step 528, sition Form page also includes a Net Cost that is calculated 

performed sunultaneously with the steps 526 and 527. Links by the infonnation network, which is total of line item total 
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costs, and preferably excludes sudi costs as taxes, and The user can only edit a line item of a requisition entry 

shipping and handling charges. session in progress. To do so, the user pulls up the Requi- 

To add another line item, the user clicks on the "Add An sition Form page, using the "View Requisition" link in the 

Item To Requisition" link in a step 550 to return to the search Application Links section if needed. The user then locales 

form displayed in the step 526. The user then executes s and selects the line item in the cunrcnt requisition that the 

another search for an inventory item by following steps 530 user wishes to edit or modify in a step 562 by clicking on the 

through 546. "Edit" button displayed on the associated line. The user can 

If the user cannot locate the line item by searching by part then change the date required, quantity required, or the 

number or keyword, the user can enter a textual description comment field in a step 564. Once the user has completed the 

and the item will be souroed for the user by the vendor. The jq ^^^^ °° *® displayed "Confirm Edif ' button 

user clicks on the "Manual Entry" link displayed in the ^ enter the change to the requisition as a step 566. 

Application links section to cause the manual entry form to Similarly, the user can only delete a line item of a 

be displayed in a step 552. The manual entry form includes requisition entry session in progress. To do so, the user pulls 

entry fields for part number, vendor description, item up the Requisition Form page, using the "View Requisition" 

description, date required, quantity needed, and unit of link in the Application Links section if needed. The user then 

measure. The Manual Entry fiinction is especially useful for locates and selects the line item in the current requisition that 

non-stock or special items that the vendor can obtain, but for the user wishes to delete in a step 568 by clicking on the 

which the vendor does not track information in the vendor "Delete" button displayed on the associated line. The line 

database. In the preferred embodiment of the invention, the i^m information for the line item is displayed in a step 570. 

information network requires the user to enter quantity and determined that the desired line item is 

required date information. In a step 554, the user submits the displayed, the user clicks on the displayed "Confimi Delete" 

manual entry form by clicking on the "Add To Requisition" button to enter the change to the requisition as a step 572. 

link displayed at the bottom of the Manual Entry form. ^ step 574, the user can cancel the requisition. The user 

At any time, if the user wishes to view a summary of the ^^^^ ^ requisition that the user is creating. In 

requisition the user has created, the user can cHck on the other words, the user can not cancel a requisition that has 
"View Requisition" link located in the AppHcation Links ^ a^ady been submitted while in the requisition entry appU- 

section of the page to cause the Requisition Form page to be ^'T' .T^^ WUion the user is creating, the user 

displayed in a repetition of the step 548. ^".^''^ "^"^'^ Requisition" hnk in the Application 

In a step 556, once the user has entered aU of the line llThTn.^^^^^^^ 

items, the user should click on the "Click Here to Enter ^ ^r^Tv ["dicaUng 

Shipping Infom^ation- link displayed at the top of tSe ^^^'^^.^^^^^ 

dynamic area of the Requisition Form page. AltemativeTy Zl'fviH? V^T"" "^"^^'^ also preferably 

the user can cUck on the "Shipping Info" hnk locatedS ^fTft ^^.TPl^^^^^^^-^^^^^q-^f^on canceUation step 

^plication Ur^ section of|^ b^'L'^LZet^ ^^^"^ 

Informalion entry funcUon. This action causes the Shippine „ page. 

information page to be displayed " requisition is to be subnutted rather than cancelled, 

In a step 558. the v^r may enter a Purchase Order (PO) ^! Annhw"^ °t° "^"r ""'^ Requisition" link located at 

number, and a Release number. THe default ship-to iifor- tl i^Enn ^V"^ ^Ti ^ T f ?:°°'Pl^'^'' 

mation is obtained using the user's customer mimber to find J' S k,'^ t ^ 1° 

the appropriate infonnaUon from the company file and Hon Tf '° ^V^m t the 

ship-to file suppUed by the vendor. The company file is a ''Z' uni ^'^ T'f 'u^^'""^ 

lookup table that includes, for each customer of the vendor TrnhnHti^rth ' ■ % ^""'TP^*'!" S*', ^ 

that is authorized to conduct Electronic Commerce with toe .Tw^ . ' f- ° ^ 

vendor, a customer number, the associated company name' ^•"PP'°g « not present, 

and default address information. The ship-to file is a second ^° ^^V"? '° ^f™'"' * Electronic Commerce page, the 

lookup table that includes, for each customer of the vendor "I" . °" appropriate displayed button, 

that is authorized to conduct Electronic Commerce with the ^'^"'T I' ! "i*' °° ^ displayed "Back" 

vendor, a customer number, and alternate ship-to address or ^. *° °* '""^'^ '^'^ ""^""^ »«r 

addresses. The user is prompted to change the ship-to busmess. 

address, if the user wishes, and is given the opportunity to ^ requisition processes and Ubles, whQe similar to 

select an alternate ship-to address from the database table A differences. The information 

field is provided so that the user can enter an "Attention" s"PPlied to the detail and header tables in the vendor's 

string and attach comments to the overall requisition as part database is supplied by customers. The vendors do not 

of the shipping information. update this information and in many cases do not know this 

Hie user is also prompted for shmping method and is « ™f°™f.'>™ exists. Also, the information created within the 

given a list of choices. " requisiUon cycle creates, modifies, and deletes database 

When the user is finished entering shipping information, 

the user elides on the displayed "Send Shipping Informa- ORDER STATUS 

don" button in a step 560. This adds the shipping informa- The Order Status function on the information network lets 

tion to the Requisition Form page, which is automatically 60 the user review orders that the user has previously placed 

re-diq)Iayed. with the user's vendors. The orders are grouped into three 

Ibe user can capture the displayed Requisition Form page categories: New Orders, Orders in Process and Processed 

for printing, accepting the form as is, or go back and make Orders. The user can review the line item details of any order 

any confections or deletions, or delete the entire requisition. listed. All new orders can be edited or deleted. 

The user can also add more hoe items to the requisition by 65 The user can review orders that the user has previously 

clickmg on the "Add An Item To Requisition" hnk located placed with the user's vendor, selected in the step 308 by 

at the Application Links section of the page. cUcking on the "Get Order Status" button 600 (FIG 14) 
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The vendor^s Order Status page 602 will then be dis- elides on the order number to select the orderio be reviewed, 

played (HG. 18). Hie vendor's Order Status page 602 is In a step 616, the information network displays the order 

divided into four sections: Banner, Links, New Orders, form with line item information for the order, including line 

Orders in Process and Processed Orders. Note that, instead ntmiber, part number, description, quantity of the item 

of presenting a Processed Orders section on the Order Status s ordered, date required, unit cost for each item, and the total 

page 602, it is contemplated that a separate page (not shown) cost for the line. The order information is also displayed, 

may be provided to display processed orders, with a navi- including the purchase order number, the shipping informa- 

gation button provided on the Order Status page 602 to send tion (address, shipping method, etc), and the net cost 

the user to the separate page displaying processed orders. (exclusive of shipping, handling, and tax). When the user is 

The functionality of the separate page displaying processed lo finished reviewing the line item detail, the user can click on 

orders would be the same as the Processed Orders section of the "Back" button to return to the Order Status page 602. 

the Order Status page 602 with respect to the processed To review the line item details of any order in the New 

Orders section, in a step 618, the user clidss on the order 

Preferably, the display is provided with a scrolling func- number to select the order to be reviewed. In a step 620, the 

tion to permit the sections of interest to be displayed in is information network displays the order form with line item 

sufBciently large type for normal viewing with a number of information for the order, including line number, part 

orders listed in each of the New Orders, Orders in Process, number, description, quantity of the item ordered, date 

and Processed Orders sections. The Banner presents the required, unit cost for each item, and the total cost for the 

vendor's name and logo as well as the "Back** navigation line. The order information is also displayed, including the 

button to retum to the previous page. Again, it is contem- 20 purchase order number, the shipping information (address, 

plated that the Banner section may be omitted, with the shipping method, etc.), and the net cost (exclusive of 

"Back" navigation button being moved to another section of shipping, handling, and tax). When the user is finished 

the Order Status page 602. reviewing the line item detail, the user can cUck on the 

The Links section lets the user move directly to the "Back" button to return, 

beginning of each of the list of New Orders, Orders to be ^ Unlike the Orders to be Processed and the Processed 

Processed, or Processed Orders, without scroUing. Orders sections, the New Orders section provides control 

The New Orders section lists, in a step 604, all new orders buttons to enable editing or deleting a new order. The user 

that the user has created. New Orders section preferably can only edit or delete an order if the order has not begun to 

displays new orders in sequential order by date, and includes he processed by the user's vendor, 

a listing of the order number, the date of the order, and the To edit a new order, the user locates the order that the user 

vendor name (which is the vendor selected in the step 306 wishes to edit in the New Orders table, and, in a step 622, 

(HG. 14). clicks on the "Edit Item** button. The user will be linked, iri 

The Orders to be Processed section lists, in a step 606, a step 624, to the Order Form page displayed in the step 348 

orders that the user as created and that are waiting to be „ above (FIG. 15), with all of the information in the new order 

processed on the vendor selected in the step 306 (FIG, 14). displayed. The user can then edit the line items, add line 

The Orders to be Processed section also preferably displays items, delete line items, or perform any other Order function 

the orders awaiting processing by the vendor in sequential available from the Order Form. Once the user has finished 

order by date, and likewise inchides a listing of the order editing the order, the user clicks on the "Submit Order" link 

number, the date of the order, and the vendor name. of the Order Form page to cause the changes to the order to 

The Processed Orders section lists, in a step 608 per- ^e sent to the user's vendor, 

formed simultaneously with the steps 604 and 606, orders To delete a new order, the user locates the order that the 

that the user has created that have been processed by the user wishes to edit in the New Orders table, and, in a step 

vendor. The Processed Orders section preferably displays 626, clicks on the "Delete Item" button. The user wiU be 

the processed order in sequential order by the date the order 45 presented with an order summary page. Once the user has 

was processed by the vendor. The Processed Orders section reviewed die order and are sure that the user wishes to delete 

preferably displays, for each processed order, the order the order, in a step 628 the user clicks on the displayed 

number assigned by the vendor, the date the order was "Delete This Item" button. The order will be deleted and the 

processed by the vendor, the purchase order number, the user will be returned to the vendor's orders status page 602. 
release number assigned by the user, "ordered by" informa- 50 

tion (identification of the user who placed the order), ship- QUOTE STATUS 

ping cost, handling cost, tax, and status (assigned by The Quote Status function on the information network lets 

vendor), the review quotes that the user has previously placed 

To review the line item details of any order in the with the user's vendors. The quotes are grouped into two 

Processed Orders section, in a step 610 the user elides on the 55 categories: New Quotes, and Processed Quotes. The user 

order nuinber to select the order to be reviewed. In a step can review the line item details of any quote listed. All 

612, the information network displays the line item infor- quotes (new and processed) can be edited, deleted, con- 

mation for the order, including line number, part number, verted to an order, or converted to a requisition, 

description, price, quantity of the item ordered, quantity The user can review quotes that the user has previously 

shipped (note that one status which might be displayed in the 60 placed with the user's vendor, selected in the step 308, by 

step 608 above is an mdication that some items are on clicking on the "Get Quote Status" button 630 (FIG 14) 

backorder), last sapping date, and the total cost for the line. The vendor's Quote Status page 632 will then be dis- 

When the user is finished reviewing the hne item detail, the played (FIG. 19). The vendor's Quote Status page 632 is 

user can chdc on the "Back" button to return to the Order divided into three sections: Banner, Links, New Quotes, and 

Mams page 602, ^5 Processed Quotes. It is contemplated that instead of being 

bimUarly, to review the hne item details of any order in displayed as a section on the Quote Status page 632 the 

the Orders to be Processed section, in a step 614, the user Processed Quotes section can be displayed on a sepwate 
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page (not shown) accessed by a navigation button (not including the purchase quote number, the shipping informa- 

shown)dispkyed on the Quote Status page 632. Preferably, tion (address, shipping method, etc), and the net cost 

the display is provided with a scrolling function to permit the (exclusive of shipping, handling, and tax). Once the user has 

sections of interest to be displayed in suflSdently large type reviewed the quote and is sure that the user wishes to delete 

for normal viewing with a number of quotes listed in each s the quote, in a step 650 the user cUcks on the displayed 

of the New Quotes and Processed Quotes sections. The "Delete This Item" button. The quote will be deleted and the 

Banner presents the vendor^s name and logo as well as the user will be reUiraed to the vendor's Quote Status page 632. 

"Back*' navigation button to return to the previous page. The Xo convert any quote into an order, the user locates the 

Banner may be omitted, and the "Back" button moved to q^^te that the user wishes to convert into an order in the New 

other sections of the page. The Links section lets the user 10 Quotes or Processed Quotes sections, and, in a step 652, 

move directly to the beginning of each of the list of New cUcks on the "Order Item'' button. In a step 654, the user will 

Quotes or Processed Quotes, without scrolling. be presented with a quote summary page. The information 

The New Quotes section hsts, in a step 634, all new network displays the quote form with line item information 

quotes that the user has created. New Quotes section pref- for the quote, including line number, part number, 

erably displays new quotes in sequential quote by date, and 15 description, quantity of the item required, date required, unit 

includes a listing of the quote number, the date of the quote, cost for each item, and the total cost for the line. The quote 

and the vendor name (which is the vendor selected in the information is also displayed, including the purchase quote 

step 306 (FIG. 14). number, the shipping information (address, shipping 

The Processed Quotes section lists, in a step 638 per- method, etc.), and the net cost (exclusive of shipping, 

formed simultaneously with the step 634, quotes that the handling, and tax). 

user has created that have been processed by the vendor. The Once the user has reviewed the quote, if the user wishes 

Processed Quotes section preferably displays the processed to convert the quote to an order without making any 

quote in sequential order by the date the quote was processed changes, the user clicks on tiie displayed "Make Into Order 

by the vendor. The Processed Quotes section preferably AS IS" button, in a step 656. The quote wiU be converted to 

displays, for each processed quote, the quote number ^ an order and the user will be returned to tiie Quote Status 

assigned by the vendor, the date the quote was processed by page 632 (if the shipping information was entered) 

the vendor, and the vendor name. jf user wishes to convert the quote to an order but 

For each quote, whetiier a New Quote or a Processed make changes to it, the user clicks on the displayed "Make 

Quote, several control buttons are di^layed: "Edit Item", Order AND EDIT' button in a step 658. The user wfll be 

"Order Item", "Delete Item", and (optionally) "Request linked, in a step 660 to the Order Form page displayed in the 

step 348 above (HG. 15), wiUi all of the information which 

To review the line item details of any quote in either the was in the selected quote displayed as part of an order in tiie 

New Quote section or the Processed Quotes section, in a step process of being created. The user can then edit the tine 

640 the user clicks on the quote number to select the quote 35 items, add line items, delete line items, or perform any other 

to be reviewed. In a step 642, the information network Order fimction available from the Order Form. Once the user 

displays the quote form with line item information for the has finished editing, the user clicks on the "Submit Order" 

quote, including line number, part number, description, link of the Order Form page to cause the order to be sent to 

quantity of tfie item required, date required, unit cost for the user's vendor. 

each item, and the total cost for the line. The quote infor. In some embodiments of the invemion, the user may be 

maUon is also displayed, mcludmg the purchase quote presented with a "Request Item" to enable the user to 

number, the shipping information (address, shipping convert any quote into a requisition. The user locates the 

method, etc.), and tiie net cost (exclusive of shipping, quote tiiat the user wishes to convert into a requisition in the 

handling, and tax). When tiie user is finished reviewing the New Quotes or Processed Quotes sections and, in a step 662 

hne Item detail, the user can click on tiie "Back" button to 45 clicks on the "Request Item" button. In a step 664 the user 

return to the Quote Status page 632. will be presented witii a quote summary page. Tlie infor- 

To edit any quote, tiie user locates the quote that the user mation network displays the quote form witii line item 

wishes to edit in the New Quotes or Processed Quotes infonnation for tiie quote, including line number, part 

sections, and, in a step 644, clicks on tiie "Edit Item" button. number, description, quantity of tiie item required^ date 

The user will be linked, in a step 646, to tiie Quote Form 50 required, unit cost for each item, and the total cost for the 

page displayed in tiie step 448 above (FIG. 16), with all of line. The quote information is also displayed, including the 

tiie information in tiie selected quote displayed. The user can purchase quote number, the shipping information (address, 

tiien edit tiie line items, add line items, delete line items, or shipping method, etc.), and tiie net cost (exclusive of 

perform any otiier Quote function available from the Quote shipping, handling, and tax). 

Form page. Once the user has finished editing the quote, tiie 5s Once tiie user has reviewed the quote, if tiie user wishes 

user clicks on the **Submit Quote" link of tiie Quote Form to convert tiie quote to a requisition without making any 

page to cause tiie changes to tiie quote to be sent to tiic user's changes, the user clicks on the displayed "Make Into Req- 

uisition AS IS" button, in a step 666. The quote will be 

To delete any quote, tiie user locates tiie quote that the converted to a requisition and the user will be returned to the 

user wishes to edit in tiie New Quotes or Processed Quotes 60 Quote Status page 632 (if tiie shipping information was 

sections, and, in a step 648, clicks on the "Delete Item" entered). 

button. In a step 649, tiie user will be presented with a quote If the user wishes to make changes to a quote before 

sunmiary page. The information network displays the quote converting tiie quote to a requisition, the user clicks on the 

form with Ime item mformalion for tiie quote, including line displayed "Make Requisition AND EDIT" button in a step 

number, part number, description, quantity of tiie item 65 668. The user will be linked, in a step 670 to the Requisition 

required, date required, umt cost for each item, and tiie total Form page displayed in tiie step 548 above (FIG 17) with 

cost for the Ime. The quote information is also displayed, all of the information which was in tiie selected quote 
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displayed as part of a requisition in the process of being To delete any requisition, the user locates the requisition 
created. The user can then edit the line items, add line items, that the user wishes to delete in the Requisition sections, 
delete line items, or perform any other Requisition function and, in a step 697, clicks on the "Delete Item" button. In a 
available from the Requisition Form. Once the user has step 698, the user wdil be presented with a requisition 
finished editing, the user clicks on the "Submit Requisition*' 5 summary page. The information network displays the req- 
link of die Requisition Form page to cause the requisition to uisition form with line item information for the requisition, 
be submitted. including line number, part number, description, quantity of 
DPriTTTCTXinM cTAxiTc ^^^^ required, date required, unit cost for each item, and 
Kiiy uiM 1 lUJN 5 lAl Vb tjjg total cost for Uie line. The requisition information is also 
The Requisition Stams function lets the user review 10 displayed, including the purchase order number, the ship- 
requisitions that die user has previously placed on the piug information (address, shipping method, etc.), and the 
information network. When a requisition is created, it does net cost (exclusive of shipping, handling, and tax). Once the 
not get sent to the vendor until it is converted into an order user has reviewed the requisition and is sure that the user 
by the Approve Requisition function discussed below with wishes to delete the requisition, in a step 699 the user clicks 
respect to FIG. 14. It is contemplated that in some 15 on the displayed "Delete This Item" button. The requisition 
embodiments, the requisition could be converted either into will be deleted and the user will be returned to the vendor's 
an order, or into a quote. The user can review the line item Reqiusition Status page 682. 
details of any requisition listed. All requisitions can be 

viewed, edited, or deleted, APPROVE REQUISITION 

The user can review requisitions that the user has previ- Referring again to FIG. 14, if the user (as identified by the 

ously created conesponding to die user's vendor, selected in ID supplied during the log-on step 104) is an individual 

tiie stepJMIS by clicking on die "Get Requisition Status" authorized to approve requisitions, an option to approve 

button 680 (FIG. 14). requisitions is displayed in the step 305. By selection tiiis 

The vendor's Requisition Status page 682 will then be option, in a step 700, the user can initiate the requisition 

displayed (FIG. 20). The vendor's Requisition Status page approval process. 

682 is divided into two sections: Bamier (which contains the In a step 702, a Ust of requisitions awaiting the user's 

se ected vendor s name and logo and a control button to approval is displayed, sorted by the user ID of toe user that 

PrlTr^M X ^. Requisitions section. placed the respective requisition. user can view all 

Tn n/wf \h l"^ ^'''^ f ' scrolling function requisitions created by members of the information network 

to permit the requisiUons of interest to be displayed in whose ID's are identified in the database of the mformation 

r^?S.K^^ "'""'^ ""'"^^ ' ^ "^^"^^^^ ^1^^ requisitions the 

rcquisiuons listed. ^5 auUiorized to approve or reject. Preferably, the list 

Hie Reqmsitions section lists, in a step 684, all new displayed in the step 702 includes not only requisitions for 
requisitions that the user has created. The Requisitions 35 items carried by the vendor selected in step 306 but also 

section preferably displays new requisitions in sequential inchides requisitions placed against aU vendors. The requi- 

order by date, and mcludes a listing of the requisition sition summary list displayed in the step 702 preferably 

number, the date of the requisition, and the vendor name inchides at least the requisition number, the vendor code the 

(which is the vendor selected in the step 306 (FIG. 14). customer number, and die date of the requisition. In addition, 

For each requisition shown in die Requisitions section, 40 for each requisition, the following conU-ols are displayed: 

two control buttons are displayed "Edit Item", and "Delete "View Text", "View Form", "Edit Requisition", "Approve 

It^i^'*- Requisition", and "Delete Requisition". 

To review the line item details of any requisition, in a step In a step 703, the user can click on the "Edit Requisition" 

690 the user clicks on the requisition number to select the control to view the information contained in the requisition 

requisition to be reviewed. In a step 692, the information 45 i° ^ editable form. To accomplish this, the user is returned 

network displays the requisition form witii Une item infor- lo the requisition entry page displayed in the step 525 (FIG. 

mation for Uie requisition, including line number, part 17), with the data contained in the requisition afready filled 

number, description, quantity of the item required, date out. Once the requisition is modified, the user can submit the 

required, unit cost for each item, and die total cost for the requisition in the submission .step 576 discussed above. The 

line. The requisition information is also displayed, including 50 ^ser can then approve the requisition as will be described 

the purchase order number, the shipping information below. 

(address, shipping method, etc.), and the net cost (exclusive The user can, in a step 704, dick on the "View Text" 

of shipping, handling, and tax). When the user is finished control to view the information contained in the requisition 

reviewing the line item detail, the user can cUck on the in a sequential format. Preferably, file format dia)layed is 

Back" button to return to the Requisition Status page 682. ss simOar to that of the finished file format discussed above 

To edit any requisition, the user locates the requisition that with respect to the Order Entry function, 
the user wi^es to edit in die Requisitions section, and, in a The user can, in a step 706, dick on the "View Form- 
step 694, clicks on the "Edit Item" button. The user will be control to view the data contained in the requisition in a 
linked, ma step 696, to the Requisition Form page displayed Packing SUp fonnat, including a section for purchasing 
in the step 548 above (FIG. 17), widiaU of the information 60 information, including Purchase Order number, release 
in the selected requisition displayed The user can tiien edit number and ship to number. The form view also displays the 
the tine items, add hue items, delete Une items, or perforai shipping information, including the company, an attention 
any other Requisition function available from die Requisi- line (designating an individual at the company), an address 
tion Form page. Once the user has finished editing the and shipping instructions. The order information included 
r^uisition, the user clicks on the "Submit Requisition" link 65 includes, for each line item, a line number, a part number for 
of die Requisition Form page to cause the changes to the the item, a description of die item, die quantity required die 
requisition to be sent registered and stored. date required, a unit cost and the line item total cost. A total 
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cost for the order, excluding tax, shipping, and handling is One action the user may take when the vendor Electronic 

also displayed. Commerce page is displayed is to upload files to information 

Tbe user can delete the requisition in a step 707 by network, by clicking on the "Upload" button in a step 726. 

cUcking on the delete requisition control. Typically, the user As part of the upload function, the user has to generate, in 
will be presented with a page having only the summary of s a step 730 performed on the user's computer, the vendor files 

the requisition selected for rejection, and be required to to be uploaded. These files arc preferably flat files (ASCII) 

verify that the user is dcletmg the correct requisition by in a format conducive to importing into database tables, 
activatmg a second delete requisition control. ^^ich are uploaded on a regular basis (e.g., daily 

Ihe user can also approve the requisition by clicking on and some of which are uploaded as needed, 
the Approve Requisition control in a step 708. In one in m^^^^i^^ ii i^j^i . • - 

preferred embodiment, the user will be prLnted with a „hvT h ?f '^"T 

page having only the summary of the req Jition selected for SS.iHon .t',,f»n"^' quote status quote detail. 

1 rn. . *L. , . , , requisition status and requisition detail other files reeulariv 

approval. The user can turn the requisition into an order by ,u \ c, v/^u^^i is^^uiany 

actuating a "Convert Requisition To Order" control in a step * ,t mr 13 ^ ^ n 

710. In a step 712, the requisition data is captured, and the ,s I7!l^^^i„^;^°'i-' T"^^^^ ^^"^^ 

user is linked to the Order Form page displaced in step 348 JtZS'^„f .^^^ T ^ 

above. Here, the data is pulled into the order entry lo^c for JSlSrHi^ f- t^"^, '^^U^T'^l^^^T 

final data input. It is contemplated that other arr^gements £ "f^ff ^^^"^ 

for approving requisitions may be utilized. flSonT , ''f Iff "^^.^fT 

o,:r . , ,. .... ' , . , u J . imotmation displayed in the steps d34 and 638, and the 

, ^'^^ 20 information displayed in the stepsM2, 649 and 65i.respec- 

a quote. A "Convert Requisition To Quote" control is .i™i„ c}~ii,,i,, .„ki. * '.• ... "•"•^^y^^ 

preferably also displayed ^ter the user completes the step j!'^' ^"^^fl™" r^^" 

708. In a step 714. the user can actuate the "Convert f^lS^ h T f displayed in 

RequisitionTo Quote" control. In a subsequent step 716 t£ ;^76?8 rl" " 

requisition data is captured, and the user is linked to the 25 n ' i r- i , , ^ . ^. 

Quote Form page displayed in st^ 448 above. There the Examples of uregularly uploaded files are files containing 

data is pulled into (he quote entry logic for final data input. '^"f P*"y '^^e, the customer part table, the discount 

Ibc proper status and explanation codes ai« added to the I'm ' '^'"=5^°^'' ^^^^P '°. ^ <=ode 

database based upon the approval choice. '^^^^^ ™* company table contams the customer name, 

When the requisition is deleted in the status views, the 30 '^^F fT*^'' "T'^'' 

status of the deleted transaction is changed to "DL" i,^ L **** customer of the vendor. The customer part table is 

information network tables. lUe record is removed a^er a "^T" '^'"*£P»".™«"'er and 

predetermined time period. The requisition record infoL- ""^"^f '^'"'^^ number for an item The discount table 
tion is only removed from the ilnnation networklu ^i^'^rkJ^ S^^^^^ 

tables. The customers may told to do this on a regular basis, 35 bXtU^vlorfLndl f t '''?*'-«^*'*°?* '^.1* 
however, in order to insure that storage space is not being J^^T.^ur '^ ^'^ w '^f'^^l'^'^^PJ^ ^■""'er. The 
wasted on old information these tables are preferably neri- ! ^"P ^ '° 

odically scanned for dead re<^rfr ^ ^ ^ customer numbers. THe status code table is a list of status 

codes and the associated definition used by the vendor 
VENDOR ELECTRONIC COMMERCE Note that, in the preferred embodiment, there is a file 

Referring now to FIG. 13, the electronic commerce (EC) naming convention which the user is advised to follow, so 
function for vendors is illustrated generally at 720. Vendors uploaded files can easily be tracked back to the user 

have some needs that customer users of electronic com- i° of problems, and to facilitate file handling functions 
merce do not. The EC function provides the vendors with information network. 

access to an area that aUows the vendors to download orders 45 The various files generated by the user are normaUy 
and quotes. Although in some embodiments, customers are combined together in a single archive file as a step 732. 
prohibited fi-om changing information for a transaction that Preferably, the archive file is a compressed file to speed 
a vendor has already viewed or downloaded, in other transmission to the information network when the user logs 
embodiments vendors can be sent cancellation notes from into the information network 

^TTZ' 7^1^^ '^'^"^"^''"'^ =«f downloaded through the 50 Following selection of the upload function in the step 726. 
same area as the orders and quotes. The EC function 720 u,e user will be presented wifh the Upload File page In a 
the '-^ !i data flies to step 736, the user can enter, in the field displayed^on the 

tl^ ^^l hT^- ^ "i-*^' '^'^'V "'"'l**' ^ UP""*^ P'&^' of »he archive file 

mltl^! be clowntoading are preferably standard text that is ready to be uploaded. If the user does not know the 

files, although It IS contempkted that these files may be ss file name and path, the user clicks on the "Browse" button 

„°^*!^n7r^^ r °**f *^ EDI ,0 browse the user's computer for the location of the file as 

fnf^^f?^ '^"^'^u f"™'*^' deliv- part of a step 738. A dialog box will be presented. The user 

?heh™fj^T^r? '^'«'°*;/fP«fef<»''y the vendor. selects the drive ftom which the user is uploading the file. 

The browser used to interface W^^ the information network n,e user identifies the type of file the user is leaking by 

should beableohMrile this file transfer function rather than «o highlighting "All files" or highlighting the extensfon Srre- 

Z eLwf '^^/•'l ^""^}^.^^t ^ ""ri?"" ^P""'""^ '° '"^ extension of L archive file that thT^^ 

™., mfffh ^ "Pl°="^i°B- O"'^^ highlighted the chosen file 

and purge out files that they have already downloaded. ,ype, the user locates the subdirectory or folder in which the 

After the user has clicked on the "Electronic Commerce" archive file is located. The files corresponding to the file type 

button m the step 158 (FIG. 8), if the user is a vendor, then 65 entered will be displayed. The user then selects the displayed 

Commerce page is displayed as a step archive file for uptoading as a step 740. in a final stq) 742 

722 (HG. 13). of a,e upload function, the us« then cli(*s on the "Upload 
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File" button to upload the file selected in the steps 736 or 740 The user can delete an individual transaction in a step 762 

to the information network. by cUddng on the delete transaction control for a selected 

It also noted that much of the Electronic Commerce transaction. Typically, the user will be presented with a page 

function discussed herein, like other fiinctions of the infor- having only the summary of the transaction selected for 
mation network process 100, are described as batch s deletion, and be required to verify thai the user is deleUng 

fiinctions, rather than real time transactions. That is, as the correct transaction by activating a second delete trans- 

discussed above, a vendor will penodicaJly generate com- action control 

puter files, either on a regular or on an irregular basis. The n p ui .u i u ^ t m • . 
vendor will upload those files in a compress^ archive file to Preferably, the user can also choose to delete all viewed 
the information network, where the data is loaded into a transactions as a set m a step 764 by actuating the appro- 
computer database. In this manner, the data is made avail- ^"^^^ control. 

able to customers from whom the vendor has agreed to ^ ^^^P "^^^j the user can select to download all new 
electronically receive purchase orders and to whom the order files at once. As part of this step, the user indicates the 
vendor has agreed to electronically communicate order target download location on the user's computer. When this 
status. feature is selected, in a step 767 the information network 
However, it is specifically contemplated, and within the downloads all the new order files in a single archive file to 
scope of the invention, that such functions be replaced with user's business system computer. The archive file is 
a real time connection to the inventory control system that preferably compressed to speed transmission of the file. The 
resides at the vendor's locality. For example, any queries would then access the downloaded file on the user's 
generated by an end user would be relayed over a direct business system computer to generate new orders for pro- 
connection from the web server to the inventory control cessing in a step 769. In an alternate embodiment of the 
database residing at the vendor's locality. That database invention, the user can select to download all new transac- 
would then generate responses to the queries, which the web ^^^s (orders and quotes) in a single file for processing 
server would receive and display to the user via the browser ^he user's business system. 

interface. Any purchase orders submitted by the end user In a step 770, the user selects one or more of the 

would then be relayed direcQy to the vendor's on-site transaction displayed in the step 748 to download. As part of 

inventory control database, making the necessary changes to this step, tiie user indicates the target download location on 

order status and on hand inventory in real time. This real tiie user's computer. Once the user is completed selecting the 

time functionaUty would then replace any batch activities, files, the information network displays a list of files selected 

such as uploading files to and downloading orders from the for downloading in a step 772. If the Ust is incorrect, tiie user 

information network. can make changes. Once the user is satisfied with the list of 

Another action the user may take when the vendor Elec- ^^^s to be downloaded, the user clicks on the "Download" 

tronic Commerce page is displayed is to electronically pick button to cause die information network to download the 

up orders and quotes. A hst of vendors for which the user has selected files to the selected location in a step 774. The user 
^^pick up" rights is displayed assembled under the heading 35 would then access the downloaded file on the user's business 

"Pick up Orders and Quotes" The user clicks, in a step 746, system computer to generate new orders and quotes for 

on the name of the vendor for which orders and quotes are processing in a step 777. 
to be picked up (i.e., downloaded). 

A list of transactions waiting for the user is displayed in CONSOUDATOR 
a step 748. The information displayed is a list of new orders 40 Referring again to FIG. 8, the information network con- 
placed by the user's customers, a hst of previously viewed solidator function that is initiated in tiie step 160 is a 
orders, a list of new quotes placed by the user's customers, variation of tiie Electronic Commerce system. It combines 
and a list of previously viewed orders. For each of tijese ^ tiie Electronic Commerce tools witii unique enhance- 
types of transactions, an order number, die user, customer ments to facilitate tiie purchasing consolidation need of 
number, the date of the transaction, and an indication of Uie 45 many large end users. 

report format are also displayed. The foHowing are brief descriptions of terms associated 

In a step 754, die user can click on the "View Text" with the Consolidator function. A "consolidator" is an inde- 

control to view the information contained in a selected pendent distribution entity that supplies MRO items to a 

transaction in a sequential format. Preferably, file format customer. The consolidator may not have a relationship wiUi 

displayed is similar to that of tiie finished file format 50 » manufacturer of items needed by the customer. The 

discussed above with respect to the Order Entry function. consolidator establishes relationships with vendors neces- 

The user may choose to print out the viewed transaction sary to meet the needs of the customer for an item. The 

information in the viewed fonnat in a step 756. consolidator takes on the acquisition role as well as the 

The user can, in a step 758, click on tiie "View Form" payment relationship. In many cases he issues a single 

control to view Uie data contained in the transaction in a 55 invoice for all items shipped to tiie customer, receives 

Packing Slip format, including a section for purchasing payment, and then disburses die fiinds to tiie appropriate 

information, including Purchase Order number, release vendor or vendors. The consolidator is usually compensated 

number and ship to number. The form view also displays the * percentage of tiie transaction cost or a flat per line fee for 

shipping information, including the company, an attention fulfilling these roles. The process can be paper and labor 

line (designating an mdividual at the company), an address, eo intensive. The information network Consolidator function 

and shipping instructions. The order information included alleviates some of the cost associated with ttiis processing 

includes, for each tine item, a line number, a part number for overhead. 

tiie item, a description of the item, the quantity required, tiie A "tier one partner" supplies a sufficient quantity of an 

date required, a unit cost and tiie tine item total cost. A total item or items to economically justify maintaining a unique 

cost for tiie order, excluding tax, shipping, and handling is 65 presence on tiie information network system 

also displayed. The user can choose to print out die file A"tier two partoer" does not supply a sufficiently large 

mformaUon m the viewed format in a step 760. quantity of any item to warrant a unique presence on the 
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informatioQ network system. Their information files can be network but is preferably allowed to have a Mall page to 

handled in two ways. They can be folded into a consolida- identify items and services provided by the tier two partner, 
tor's business system (e.g., computer) or merged with the 

batdi file transmissions that information network receives. NETWORK MAINTENANCE 

A problem overcome in implementing the Consolidator 5 crr-c /ijcu * i.j. 

A *. * .LI. . . . . FIGS. 4 and 5 show two processes which are related to the 

function was to identify the logic required to track the • ♦ j wi.iv.v».a«.o wuiwi ai^ iv^iaivu 

1 I,. . ^ ^ . 4 ""^u ^ "i'^ maintenance and smooth running of the infonnation net- 

relationships between a consohdator, the consohdator's ^^^^ ^ lutuiiuawiwu uv^ 

customers, their user IDs, and the consolidalor's tier one 1, 

partners. An individual user may be a customer of vendors ^ illustrates generally at 874 a process for "data 
that are not consolidation partners. The information network 10 scrubbing" files uploaded by vendors to update information 

also has to manage the duplicate order function to insure that °° mformation network. In a first step 876, the operator 

each consolidator received their own unique set of orders information network locates the files uploaded by the 

placed with all Ucr one partneis supplying items to a appropriate subdirectory of the information 

customer of the consolidator The consohdator has to have network computers. 

the opportunity to control their own flow of information. 15 The data files located in the step 876 may not be in the 

In operation, a customer is identified as one that has a format used in the information network database, since the 

Consolidator relationship. The identity files are set up so that vendor who uploaded the files may be using a different 

all user IDs and customer numbers associated with that database program than the information network. Therefore, 

account are keyed toward the associated consolidator. ^ * ^^®P ^® operator uses a suitable file format 

As an example, suppose the customer initiates an infor- "^^^^ersion program to convert the data in the data files into 

mation network session. The customer decides to purchase ^'^J'^ format for the database of the information 

an item firom a Uer one partner and navigates to the cus- °^^work, if required. 

tomer's Electronic Commerce function. The customer has ^^^^ i° ^l^s has been formatted, the data 

all the normal layers of authentication associated with ^^^^ merged with similar files from other vendors in a 
logging onto the information network. Once the tier one ^ first part of a step 880. Once the files are merged into a single 

partner has been accessed in the Electronic Commerce ^^'^ ^^^^ preferably the data is checked to ensure the data 

function, the customer places an order that is left for the entered is standardized in the way that the data is entered, 

vendor in the normal fashion. The vendor knows that this is For example, if the part number of an item is 436, and a five 

a consolidated account and processes it accordingly. For ^^^^ ^^^^ ^ provided for entering the data, some vendors 

example, the vendor may have special shipping, packing, may enter the number as 00436, and others would omit the 

etc., to be used with each consolidated account. The vendor leading zeros, leaving the unused field spaces blank. When 

will supply the item and eventually invoice the consolidator. searching and sorting data, non-standard data entry can 

In addition to the normal process, a duplicate of the order is produce spurious results. Therefore, the step 880 preferably 

left in the consolidator's pick-up area. It details the trans- includes a review of the data contained in the combined data 

action as well as the customer ID and the supplying vendor. standardize the data. 

The consolidator can view, print, or download these order After the data set file has been "data scrubbed", the data 

copies in whatever fashion they choose. The consolidator set file is ready to be placed into the database of the 

has complete control over these duplicate orders. information network. Preferably, the data set file is not 

The consolidator will then use these duplicate orders to appended to the records of the information network, but 

populate their business system with direct shipment orders. ^ ^^^^er replaces an entire record. The records to be replaced 

This will allow them to handle the invoicing that comes from "® deleted from the database of the information network in 

the tier one partner for item supplied against the original ^ step 882. In a final step 884, the data set file is loaded into 

order. the database to populate the database tables of the informa- 

Hie consolidator can view the duplicate orders in two 45 network, 

ways. The first method sorts the orders by the supplying FIG- 5 illustrates generally at 886 a process for maiote- 

yendor. For example, if Company A is a consolidator for an nance of the various access functions of the information 

item supplied by Company B to Customer C, Company A network. 

can view all orders left with Company B by anyone with a As a first step 888 in the process, ±e operator loads a 

user ID assigned to Customer C. Depot table which includes a user ID for each member of the 

The second method by which the consolidator can view information network, an associated company name, and an 

the duplicate orders is to allow the consolidator to view indication of the access the member has to the Inventory 

orders placed by any user having a user ID associated with Network function, to the Parts Trader function, to the 

any vendors the consolidator has partnered with. In this Electronic Commerce function, and to the Consolidator 

method, the ID is the unique item with a many relationship 55 function. After an initial load of the Depot table, thereafter 

to the vendor partners. preferably the information network provides a feature allow- 

If the customer wishes to order an item from a tier two operator to change the information in the Depot table 
partner, the customer navigates to the Electronic Commerce without having to completely replace the data table, 
port maintaiiied for the consolidator. In this scenario, the In a step 889, the operator loads or revises the access 
consolidator is the order entry point. The order entry func- 60 table, which informs the information network of the inven- 
tion occurs against tables built with the tier two partner tory networks that may be accessed by each user ID. 
resident information. The consolidator then uses their inter- In a step 890, the operator loads or revises the authority 
nal busmess system to break apart the order and transmit the table, which informs the information network of the inven- 
requurement via the agreed upon mechanism. The infonna- tory networks of several specific items as illustrated by the 
Uon network's role m this is to facilitate the order entry 65 steps 891 through 896 discussed below. Any of the items 
process with the Electromc Commerce function. The tier discussed in the steps 891 through 896 may be revised as 
two partner has a mmmial presence on the information partof the maintenance function, step 890. For each reconi 
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which occupies a single line in the Authority table, there are 
four fields, which include a user ID field identifying what 
user the record applies to, a code field defining the company 
with which the customer has a buying/selling relationship, a 
criteria field which defines the type of information contained 
on the line of the Authority tabic, and a data field 

In a step 891, the operator may modify the authority table 
to change a correlation between the user ID and the asso- 
ciated company name. In this case, the record in the author- 
ity table includes the user ID in the ID field, the code field 
is blank, the Criteria is "Name", and the data field includes 
a full company name, thereby associating the company 
name and the user ID. Several user IDs may be associated 
with each company. 

In a step 892, for each user of the information network 
who makes purchases from a vendor (e.g., end user), the 
operator may modify a record which includes a user ID in 
the user ID field, the code of a vendor of whom the user is 
a customer in the code field, the code CN (for customer 
number) in the Criteria field, and the customer number ^ 
assigned to the user by the vendor. 

In a step 893, for each user of the information network 
who may send an order or quote to a vendor, the operator 
may modify a record which includes a user ID in the user ID 
field, the name of a vendor with whom the user has order & 
quote privileges in the code field, the word "order" in the 
criteria field it identify the record as granting order and quote 
privilege, and a blank in the data field. Note that a user may 
have several line in the authority table with the order criteria, 
if the user is the customer of several vendors. 

In a step 894, the operator sets the approval authority of 
the user with respect to requisitions submitted by other 
users. The ID of the user is listed in the user ID field, the user 
ID of another member for whom the user has requisition 35 
approval authority, the criteria field has the word "Approve" 
in it, and the data field is blank. 

In a step 895, the operator sets the authority for the user 
to submit requisitions (but not orders or quotes) on a vendor 
stock. The ID of the user is listed in the User ID field, the 
code of a vendor on whose stock the user can make a 
requisition is listed in the code field, the criteria fiekl has the 
word "Request" in it, and the data field is blank. 

In a step 896, the operator sets the authority for the a user 
to pick up files containing quotes and orders, etc. from the 
information network. The ID of the member being granted 
pickup authority is listed in the User ID field, the ID of a 
vendor giving the authority is listed in the code field, and the 
criteria is "pickup". The data field is blank. 

In a final maintenance function unrelated to the Authority 
Table, the operator can set the passwords for users. The 
passwords are keyed to the user ID. The passwords would 
include either a password for access to the information 
network via dial-up service, or a password for accessing the 
site via a firewall setup at the Internet connection. A second 
password can be stored which regulates access to the infor- 
mation network database. 

The principle and mode of operation of this invention 
have been explained and illustrated in its preferred embodi- 
ment. However, it must be understood that this invention 
may be practiced otherwise than as specifically explained 
and illustrated without departing from its spirit or scope. 
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What is claimed is: 

1. A process for distributing items, including the steps of: 

(a) providing a plurality of vendors for selling an item; 

(b) providing an information network by which informa- 
tion about the respective quantity and price of said item 
each of said vendors has for sale can be shared among 
vendors, said information network including a Depot 
portion that includes an Inventory Network function; 

(c) merging said information with information that has 
previously been sent to the information network; 

(d) establishing an agreement among said vendors in 
which each of said vendors agrees to sell to any other 
of said vendors up to said respective quantity of said 
item at said respective price; 

(e) selecting to udlize the Inventory Network function; 

(f) viewing a list of networks available to the particular 
user displayed by said information network; 

(g) selecting an information network to utilize; 

(h) selecting a child component that is a sub-component 
of an assembly; and 

(i) calculating the maximum number of said assemblies 
that could be built if said diild component were the 
critical constraint. 

2. Aprocess for distributing items, including the steps of: 

(a) providing a plurality of vendors for selling an item; 

(b) providing an information network by which informa- 
tion about the respective quantity and price of said item 
each of said vendors has for sale can be shared among 
vendors, said information network including a Depot 
portion that includes an Inventory Network function; 

(c) merging said information with information that has 
previously been sent to the information network; 

(d) establishing an agreement among said vendors in 
which each of said vendors agrees to sell to any other 
of said vendors up to said respective quantity of said 
item at said respective price; 

(e) selecting to utilize the Inventory Network function; 

(f) viewing a list of networks available to the particular 
user diq)layed by said information network; 

(g) selecting an information network to utilize; 

(h) selecting a child component that is a sub-component 
of an assembly; and 

(i) calculating the maximum number of said assemblies 
that can be built based on the number of sub- 
components of the assembly that are available. 

3. The process of claim 2 further including the step of 
utilizing an iterative loop to determine said maximum num- 
ber. 

4. The process of claun 3 wherein said iterative loop 
fiirther includes the steps of (a) selecting a child component 
that is a sub-component of an assembly, (b) calculating the 
number of said assemblies that could be built if said child 
component were the critical constraint, (c) comparing the 
nunaber against an existing constraint if any exists, (d) 
saving the lower of the two numbers as the existing 
constraint, and (e) continuing steps (b) through (d) until all 
sub-assemblies have been considered. 
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